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1 M.T. Starzmann, ‘Cultural Imperialism and Heritage Politics in the Event of Armed Conflict: Prospects for an ‘Activist 
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    IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    
    
    
I Purpose of the researchI Purpose of the researchI Purpose of the researchI Purpose of the research    
    

“The Arab-Israeli conflict is not fought by machine guns and fighter jets only, but also by shovels, 

in pits, school curricula and on computer screens”.2 

    
This quote from Yahya is reality in Israel and the Disputed Areas.3 Archaeology and heritage4 

play a crucial role in the land which is believed to form the background for biblical stories. 

Archaeology is important, as it can support Israel’s claims on ancient ground. World Heritage is 

essential for Israel, as it can contribute to the Israeli identity. National Heritage seems 

important too:  a vast plan was introduced in February 2010.5 

Not only are archaeology and heritage important in Israel, they are also controversial. 

Archaeology is disputed because it can be used politically. World Heritage is criticized because 

the story of the site Masada is by some scholars regarded as a myth. The National Heritage Plan 

was controversial from its beginning: In the Plan, which was designed to strengthen the ties 

between the Israeli people and their history, two sites in the West Bank were declared to be 

Israeli heritage and unrest occurred. Next to archaeology and World Heritage, National Heritage 

very soon became disputed and controversial. 

 The announcement of the National Heritage Plan calls for a complete study of all aspects 

of heritage in the State of Israel. A lot of research has been done on archaeology and World 

Heritage in Israel. However, research that encompasses all aspects of heritage in Israel is still 

lacking and previous studies have not dealt with National Heritage. Archaeology, World 

                                                 
2
 A.H. Yahya, ‘Archeology and nationalism in the Holy Land’, in: S. Pollock, R. Bernbeck, Archaeologies of the Middle East: critical 

perspectives (Oxford 2005) p. 68. 

3 To stay neutral in this paper and not to judge in the Arab-Israeli conflict, I will use the term ‘Disputed Areas’ ,derived from Dore 

Gold in: ‘From “Occupied Territories” to “Disputed Territories”, Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs, no. 470 (2002). To stay as 

objective as possible, the term ‘territories’ will be replaced by ‘areas’ here, when talking about the Gaza Strip and the West Bank 

together. 

The annotation in this paper is based on P. de Buck et. al., Zoeken en schrijven. Handleiding bij het maken van een historisch 

werkstuk (Baarn 1992). The English language is based on G. Stern, Writing in English: an invaluable guide to effective writing 

(Greenwood 2003). 

4 Archaeology is a component of cultural heritage. In Israel, the term heritage was used frequently only from 2001 onwards, when 

sites where inscribed in the World Heritage List. Therefore, speaking of  heritage with an archaeological character before the year 

2001will be referred to specific as archaeology. 

5 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/PMSpeaks/speechherzliya030210.htm (17-12-2010). 
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Heritage and the National Heritage Plan will be studied together in order to investigate how 

archaeology and heritage have become controversial in and important for the State of Israel. 

It must be noted that Israel has varying influence over these three subjects. The State of 

Israel can have influence over archaeology, but this is limited. For World Heritage the same 

holds true: while the State does, or just does not nominate sites that might be inscribed in the 

World Heritage List, in the end the World Heritage Committee makes the decisions. The 

National Heritage List is fully controlled by Israel. All important sites can be inscribed, since 

there are no limits to nominating sites. 

 

II Methodology and limits of the researchII Methodology and limits of the researchII Methodology and limits of the researchII Methodology and limits of the research    

    

 To answer the question how archaeology, World Heritage and National Heritage have 

become controversial in and important for the State of Israel, the focus of the first chapter will be 

on the importance and controversy of archaeology in Israel. The debate about how archaeology in 

Israel seems to have been used for political goals will be made clear. Also, the effects of changing 

borders on heritage will be studied. At the end of this chapter the relation between UNESCO and 

Israel will be investigated. 

The second chapter is concerned with heritage and conflict. Theories about the destruction 

of heritage will be applied to the situation in Israel. It will be studied whether Israel is acting in 

accordance with international heritage law. This might be a reason for controversy. The case-

study of the Tomb of Rachel and the Cave of the Patriarchs will show how in Israel conflicts 

originate because of heritage.  

In chapter three, World heritage will be taken into account. An attempt will be made to 

understand the choices of the sites inscribed in the World Heritage List. Also, sites that Israel 

wants to inscribe in the future will be investigated. Choices and decisions will make clear which 

heritage is important for Israel. What also will be discussed is Jerusalem’s World Heritage 

status; however, this is the only part where Jerusalem will be treated. The investigation of 

archaeology, heritage and conflict in this extraordinary city should be done in a separate study, 

as the situation is too vast and complex to study adequate in this thesis. The case-study of the 

Triple-Arch gate at Dan will shed light on political controversial heritage: Israel is trying to get 

it declared as World Heritage, but UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee has not honoured this 

request yet.    
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In the last chapter, the National Heritage Plan will be studied. Existing trails will be 

compared to two new ones. Choices and decisions will be studied in order to understand which 

sites are important for Israel and how National Heritage became controversial.  

Five key concepts require definition. The term cultural heritage will be defined according to 

UNESCO’s definition in the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and 

Natural Heritage (1972).6 As cultural heritage shall be considered:  

 

“monuments: architectural works, works of monumental sculpture and painting, 

elements or structures of an archaeological nature, inscriptions, cave dwellings and 

combinations of features, which are of outstanding universal value from the point of 

view of history, art or science; groups of buildings: groups of separate or connected 

buildings which, because of their architecture, their homogeneity or their place in the 

landscape, are of outstanding universal value from the point of view of history, art or 

science, and sites: works of man or the combined works of nature and man, and areas 

including archaeological sites which are of outstanding universal value from the 

historical, aesthetic, ethnological or anthropological point of view.”7 

 

Secondly, it is necessary to explain what is understood by World Heritage. World Heritage differs 

from ‘normal’ heritage because of the universal application of World Heritage. This is what 

makes it exceptional. Cultural and natural heritage are irreplaceable sources of life. Places as 

unique and diverse as the wilds of East Africa’s Serengeti, the Pyramids of Egypt, the Great 

Barrier Reef in Australia and the Baroque cathedrals of Latin America make up world’s 

heritage.8 World Heritage sites belong to all the peoples of the world, irrespective of the territory 

on which they are located. UNESCO seeks to encourage the identification, protection and 

preservation of cultural and natural heritage around the world considered to be of outstanding 

value to humanity. This is embodied in an international treaty called the Convention concerning 

the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage,,,, adopted by UNESCO in 1972.9 

The third term that needs a definition is Israel. In this thesis the focus is on the 

archaeology and heritage of Israel from 1948 till now. The borders as they existed at the 

moments discussed will be used. Israel from 1948-1967 will encompass the territory without the 

                                                 
6 http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext (21-03-2011). 

7 http://whc.unesco.org/en/conventiontext (21-03-2011). 
8 http://whc.unesco.org/en/about/ (09-05-2011). 
9 http://whc.unesco.org/en/about/ (09-05-2011). 
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West Bank, the Gaza Strip, the Golan Heights and the Sinai. These will be added in the period 

from 1967-1993 when Israel conquered these areas. As shown above, the West Bank and the 

Gaza Strip together will be called the ‘Disputed Areas, in order not to make a political statement. 

When speaking of the inhabitants of the Disputed Areas, the term ‘Palestinians’ will be used. 

This is a wide concept, because it can be argued that Palestinians are living in Israel as well. 

However, in this thesis the term will refer to inhabitants of the Disputed Areas only. 

What also needs explanation here is the word controversial. Controversial is a broad 

concept with a broad meaning. In this thesis, archaeology, World Heritage and National 

Heritage will be called controversial when three criteria are met: a site of which the location, 

interpretation and authority are disputable will be called a controversial site. 

The last term that needs a definition is the Bible, which has a different meaning to 

supporters of different religions. Therefore, a clear definition is necessary in the context of Israel, 

the Bible and biblical archaeology. Following the definition of Finkelstein and Silberman 

(2001)10, the term Bible in this thesis will refer primarily to the collection of ancient writings 

long known as the Old Testament and is now commonly referred to by scholars as the Hebrew 

Bible. It consists of thirty-nine books that were originally divided by subject and author. The 

Bible is a collection of legend, law, poetry, prophecy, philosophy, and history, almost entirely 

written in Hebrew. The Hebrew Bible is the central scripture of Judaism, the first part of the 

Christian canon and a rich source of allusions ethical teachings in Islam conveyed through the 

text of the Islam.11 

    

III SourcesIII SourcesIII SourcesIII Sources    

    

The literature that is used is twofold; for the first two chapters mainly books and articles 

will be used, for the last two chapters mainly websites and newspapers. The books and articles 

can be roughly divided into three themes. The first is the merging of politics and archaeology, 

and how archaeology has been used in the construction of nations. Theories will be viewed in 

general (Barber 2006; Fowler 1987; Kohl 1998; Kohl and Fawcett 1995; Kohl, Kozelsky and Ben 

Yehuda 2007;) and specific regarding Israel (Broshi 1996; Elon 1997; Finkelstein 1998; Glock 

1995; El-Haj 1998; El-Haj 2001; El-Haj 2003; Hallote and Joffe 2002; Killebrew 2010; Sayej 2010; 

                                                 
10 I. Finkelstein, N.A. Silberman, The Bible Unearthed (New York 2001) 5-6. 
11 I. Finkelstein, N.A. Silberman, The Bible Unearthed (New York 2001) 5-6. 
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Shavit 1997; Yahya 2005; Yahya 2010; Rjoob 2010;). Additional here is literature on the 

historicity of the Bible (Finkelstein and Silberman 2001; Glock 1985; Glock 1994). The following 

theme is cultural heritage in conflict zones, which will also be studied in general first 

(Starzmann 2008; Meskell 2002) followed by relevant literature about Israel and the Disputed 

Areas (Amiry and Bshara 2005; Bar 2010; Greenberg and Keinan 2009; Saunders 2008; Yahya 

2008; Yahya 2010). The last theme in the literature is the looting and robbery of heritage (Kersel 

2007; Kersel 2008; Kletter 2003; Oyediran 1997; Yahya 2008; Yahya 2010). A great deal of the 

books and articles are very recent; the scientific discourse about heritage in Israel is very much 

alive and, as stated earlier, it is the right time to combine all aspects of archaeology and heritage 

in Israel and to participate in this current debate.  

The last two chapters deal with World Heritage and National Heritage, which requires 

using information from websites like UNESCO and the Israeli Government, websites to study 

the National Heritage List of Israel and the Israeli website for tourism12. The latter can show the 

Israeli point of view regarding the importance of some sites that are part of the National 

Heritage List. This site will be used only to view how the Israeli government wants to present 

the Israeli heritage to tourists, and this will be verified through other sources.  

The investigation of Israeli heritage further requires the use of newspapers. The main 

newspaper that will be used here is Haaretz, because this seems the most objective one. In some 

cases, other newspapers, like the New York Times, will be used, but articles will always be 

checked with other sources.  

The opinion of the authors in the literature always will be kept in mind: their relation to 

Israel and ‘coloured’ ideas will be viewed critically, as well as in books, articles and websites. 

Yahya, for instance, has written many critical articles about Israel destroying Palestinian 

heritage. Since Yahya is Palestinian, his opinions always have to be checked with others. 

However, many of his ideas correspond with those of El-Haj, whose background is American, and 

Finkelstein, who even is an Israeli. In this thesis, the background of authors will always be 

studied in order not to take over ‘coloured’ opinions and stay neutral. 

 

 

    

    
                                                 
12 http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Eng/ (16-03-2011). 
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Chapter 1: Chapter 1: Chapter 1: Chapter 1: Israel and the relation with Israel and the relation with Israel and the relation with Israel and the relation with archaeology and archaeology and archaeology and archaeology and heritageheritageheritageheritage    

    

“In Israel, archaeology never meant only sites, ruins, or the various material findings”.13 

 

The State of Israel has a special relation to heritage. Nowhere else, wide-scale excavations like 

here have taken place. This could be related to the fact that many people believe this is the 

country where biblical stories have taken place. In this chapter the role of heritage, especially 

focused on archaeology, will be studied. The debate about archaeology in Israel will show that 

opinions about the meaning of archaeology differ widely. Next, the history of archaeology in 

Israel will be viewed. Where in the 1960s it was all about proving the biblical stories, today 

archaeologists are trying to do real scientific investigation and to stay neutral in their research. 

When studying the history of Israel, changed national borders must be considered, because this 

brought changes in the archaeological sites of Israel. Finally, the relation between Israel and 

UNESCO will be introduced.  

 

 

1.11.11.11.1 IIIIsraelsraelsraelsrael, archaeology , archaeology , archaeology , archaeology and heritage in the scientific debateand heritage in the scientific debateand heritage in the scientific debateand heritage in the scientific debate    

 

Israel, archaeology and heritage are much discussed topics among scholars. However, four issues 

play a key role and will be interwoven here. The discussion about evidence and the era of Bible-

stories will be investigated. Also, the population and the ancestral claims based on the Bible will 

be discussed. Religion in relation to archaeology and heritage will be treated, as well as the role 

of nationalism and the creation of a national identity. 

Israel is the most excavated and best surveyed country in the world. Each year, hundreds 

of excavations are carried out, not only by local archaeologists but also by thousands of 

volunteers from all around the world.14 To give an indication, Israel has 23,000 archaeological 

sites, and in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip there are another 12,000.15 Archaeology in Israel 

                                                 
13 Y. Shavit, ‘Archeology, Political Culture, and Culture in Israel’, in: Silberman, N.A., D. Small, The archaeology of 

Israel: constructing the past, interpreting the present (Sheffield 1997) 51. 

14 M. Broshi, ‘Archaeological Museums in Israel: Reflections on Problems of National Identity’, in: F. Kaplan, Museums and the 

Making of Ourselves: The Role of Objects in National Identity (New York 1996) pp. 314. 

15 S. H. Al-Houdalieh, ‘Archaeological heritage and related institutions in the Palestinian National Territories 16 years after signing 

the Oslo Accords’, Present Pasts, vol. 2, no. 1 (2010) 7. 
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differs from that of its neighbouring states of Egypt and Jordan, where Petra and the pyramids 

are symbols for the countries. Archaeology is important for Israel in different ways: the 

continuous Jewish presence, proof of biblical stories and tourism are mentioned most often in the 

discourse on Israel and heritage. The different and often contradictory views of scholars will be 

summarized here.  

Many scholars who investigated the relation between archaeology, nationalism and Israel 

concluded that Israel manipulates the past in order to determine the present (Amiry and Bshara 

2005; Silberman 2001; El-Haj 1998, 2003; Yahya 2005; Scham and Yahya 2003; Ilan and Gadot 

2010). Amiry and Bshara state that Israel still uses the remains of the past as a source for its 

national identity and as a claim for the physical connection with the land.16 According to Yahya 

and El-Haj, Israel claimed territory based on biblical narratives, dating back to the Iron Age.17 

Excavations of Iron Age sites were given preference at the expense of other sites, as these were 

the heydays for the biblical Israelites to conquer the so-called Promised Land.18  

The Bronze and Iron Age are regarded to be very important in the history of the Jewish 

people. The faith in one God, which was introduced by Abraham as described in the Bible-book 

Genesis, is supposed to have taken place in the Late Bronze Age, around 1500 B.C.19 More 

important was the exodus from Egypt and the journey of the Jewish people to Israel, which 

happened between the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age, around 1300 B.C.20 The kingdoms of 

David and Solomon, around 1000 B.C., which included the defeat of the Philistines, are regarded 

as major powers which were even recognized by regional kingdoms. It is for this reason that 

these periods are crucial in the history of the State of Israel.  

El-Haj focuses on the legitimization of socioeconomic and political orders through 

archaeology.21 She feels that Israel has an archaeological tradition that privileged historical 

stories and materials which had to do with the evidence of war, heroism and crucial events in the 

Jewish national history. According to El-Haj, the ‘others’, for example the Roman soldiers, were 
                                                 
16 S. Amiry, K. Bshara, ‘Political conflict and recovery of cultural heritage in Palestine’, in: Stanley-Price, N., Cultural heritage in 

postwar recovery, papers from the ICCROM Forum held on October 4-6, 2005, 69. 
17 A.H. Yahya, ‘Archeology and nationalism in the Holy Land’, in: S. Pollock, R. Bernbeck, Archaeologies of the Middle East: critical 

perspectives (Oxford 2005) 67. 

18 N. El-Haj, ‘Translating truths: nationalism, the practice of archaeology, and the remaking of past and present in contemporary 

Jerusalem’, American Ethnologist vol. 25, no. 2 (1998) 172. 

19 http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/History+of+Israel/HISTORY-%20Biblical%20Times (23-03-2011). 

20 A. Glock, ‘Archeology as cultural survival: The future of the Palestinian past’, Journal of Palestine Studies, vol. 23, no. 3 (1994) 54. 
21 N. El-Haj, ‘Translating truths: nationalism, the practice of archaeology, and the remaking of past and present in contemporary 

Jerusalem’, American Ethnologist vol. 25, no. 2 (1998) 167. 
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neglected.22 This view is supported by Barber, who studied the power of archaeology and 

concluded that archaeology is a good way to manipulate the past.23 Also for Israel he noticed this 

and he states that “….this manipulation is also evident in the political context of archaeology in 

Israel where the excavation and interpretation of sites of Jewish historical or scriptural 

significance may be privileged over Moslem period sites and the values of Palestinian 

communities”.24 Fahel agrees with El-Haj and Barber. Israel has, according to him, used 

archaeology for political ends, and has used archaeology to promote exclusively Jewish history,25 

while neglecting other, like Islamic, heritage. This view is supported by Sayej, who was involved 

in Israeli excavations. Sayej saw layers of more than thousand years old being bulldozed in order 

to uncover still deeper layers that are important in the Jewish history. In this way, important 

Islamic and Christian remains were neglected or even destroyed.26 

Broshi partially supports the view of El-Haj. She agrees that archaeology focused too 

much on the Jewish national past. Broshi shows how around 1948 Jewish themes were the 

favourite themes of archaeologists. Excavations in Megiddo started as early as 1903. This place 

is linked with Solomon and subsequent Israelite kings around 900-700 B.C.27 Hazor was 

excavated from 1958 onwards. This is regarded as the place where Joshua conquered the land 

around 1200 B.C.28 Masada, which like Megiddo and Hazor is declared World Heritage, was 

excavated from 1963 till 1965. This place is important, because it is said to be the last 

fortification of the revolters of the First Jewish Revolt.29 Broshi does not share the opinion that 

only Iron Age finds are considered to be important for the Jewish national past. While Broshi 

thinks it is remarkable that the focus was on these biblical sites, there could be an other simple 

reason. Archaeology and interest in the past had not been popular for decades, so there simply 

                                                 
22 N. El-Haj, ‘Translating truths: nationalism, the practice of archaeology, and the remaking of past and present in contemporary 

Jerusalem’, American Ethnologist vol. 25, no. 2 (1998) 170. 

23 I. Barber, ‘Is the truth down here? Cultural heritage conflict and the politics of archaeological authority’, Public History Review, 

vol. 13 (2006). 

24 I. Barber, ‘Is the truth down here? Cultural heritage conflict and the politics of archaeological authority’, Public History Review, 

vol. 13 (2006) 149. 

25 G. Fahel, ‘Repatriating Palestinian Patrimony: An overview of Palestinian Preparations for Negotiations on Archaeology’, 

Presents Pasts, vol. 2, no. 1 (2010) 26. 

26 G.J. Sayej, ‘Palestinian Archaeology: Knowledge, Awareness and Cultural Heritage’, Present Pasts, vol. 2, no. 1 (2010) 61. 

27 M. Broshi, ‘Archaeological Museums in Israel: Reflections on Problems of National Identity’, in: F. Kaplan, Museums and the 

Making of Ourselves: The Role of Objects in National Identity (New York 1996) 315. 

28 M. Broshi, ‘Archaeological Museums in Israel: Reflections on Problems of National Identity’, in: F. Kaplan, Museums and the 

Making of Ourselves: The Role of Objects in National Identity (New York 1996) 315. 

29 Ibidem. 
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was much to excavate within the borders of the early State of Israel. All the sites Broshi 

mentioned are huge, so it is no surprise that these were the first sites to be investigated. As will 

be demonstrated later, archaeologists were always eager to label a site ‘biblical’ and to find 

‘archaeological evidence’ which supported that view.  

In her article of 2003, ‘Reflections on Archaeology and Israeli Settler-Nationhood’    El-Haj 

goes on about the use of archaeology for nationalistic goals in Israel. Archaeology in Israel is in 

El-Haj’s view the realization of the Jewish presence and of material signs of an ancient and 

continuous occupancy, through the lens of which the Jewish national homeland and nation were 

continuously brought into view.30 El-Haj postulates that archaeology helped to realize an 

intrinsically Jewish space, constantly substantiating the land’s own identity and purpose as 

having been the Jewish national home.31 Elon adds that this use of archaeology in the search for 

an Israeli identity already started in the years preceding 1948: 

 

 “….the apparent obsession with ancient Jewish sites and artefacts grew out the 

feverish search for identity….there was a rush to identify Jewish sites, an 

overemphasis on digging them up and a tendency to expose to public view the Jewish 

strata of a site even where other layers may have been historically or artistically 

more significant or revealing. The task of archaeology was to prove a point about the 

Jewish in the Holy Land.”32  

 

Archaeology from the 1960s onwards became a widespread national-cultural practice 

among the Jewish people. Ancient remains fashioned a general aura of historical continuity and 

longevity, and embodied a specific Jewish national story of ancient destruction and modern 

rebirth.33 Excavated artefacts were on purpose said to be Jewish artefacts and classified as signs 

of Jewishness, according to El-Haj.34 She shows different examples where artefacts were labeled 

as ‘Israelite’ so the Israelites, an ethnic group that may have entered Palestine at the turning 

point of the late Bronze Age to the early Iron Age, could be proven to have existed.35 Another 

                                                 
30 N. El-Haj, ‘Reflections on Archaeology and Israeli Settler-Nationhood’, Radical History Review, vol. 86 (2003) 149, 158. 

31 N. El-Haj, ‘Reflections on Archaeology and Israeli Settler-Nationhood’, Radical History Review, vol. 86 (2003) 158. 
32 A. Elon, ‘Politics and Archaeology’ in: Silberman, N.A., D. Small, The archaeology of Israel: constructing the past, interpreting the 

present (Sheffield 1997) 38. 

33 N. El-Haj, ‘Reflections on Archaeology and Israeli Settler-Nationhood’, Radical History Review, vol. 86 (2003) 153. 

34 N. El-Haj, ‘Reflections on Archaeology and Israeli Settler-Nationhood’, Radical History Review, vol. 86 (2003) 155. 

35 Ibidem 156. 
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example of an attempt to support the Bible without real archaeological evidence was by means of 

wrong identification. Antiquities were based on biblical texts, and on the conclusion of the 

archaeologist William Foxwell Albright, who believed that the Bible was a historical document, 

and that a combination of archaeology and the Bible proved that the new culture in early Iron 

Age Palestine should have been the Israelite. Pottery was regarded as a static symbol of cultural 

change, so as proof of the Israelites to live in Israel, while according to Glock there seems to be 

no scientific evidence that the pottery really belonged to the Israelites.36 From then on, sites 

would be falsely identified as Israelite, and the nation’s past emerged as historical.37 The same 

happened with Israelite villages: archaeological remains were claimed to prove the existence of 

these villages. Nowadays, it has been proved that these remains were much older.38 

It is necessary to have a closer look at Albright. In the first half of the 20th-centrury, he was 

one of the best-known biblical archaeologists. He claimed to have found the historical traces of 

the Israelites, but is nowadays criticized for his subjectiveness and his tendentious attitude. 

Albright claimed that an adequate reconstruction of Israelite history must involve a correlation 

of the Bible as well as archaeology.39 Miller, who is reviewing the work of Albright, argues that 

he was indeed explaining away negative evidence. Biblical evidence was rather a hypothetical 

construct which Albright himself produced by matching biblical and archeological evidence.40 

Miller stated that nothing like the biblical presentation of the Israelite history could be 

reconstructed41 and that much of what Albright claimed as archeological evidence confirming 

biblical history was not that at all. Albright’s believe that the Bible is a historical source becomes 

clear from his writings about the age of the Israelites:  

 
“As a whole the picture in Genesis is historical, and there is no reason to doubt the 

general accuracy of the biographical details and the sketches of personality which 

bring the Patriarchs to life with a vividness unknown to a single extrabiblical 

character in the whole vast literature of the ancient Near East.”42 
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The danger is that an archaeologist with the Bible in his mind already expects what he will find: 

if this does not match his expectations, he can always find an explanation so that the biblical 

story and the archaeological ‘evidence’ do not have to preclude each other. Yahya warned for this 

and stated that biblical archaeologists should not take the Bible as literal guides to the location, 

or use it for the identification and interpretation of archaeological sites, as they often did.43 Then 

the assumption is easily made that antiquities that are found are biblical. This is called ‘data 

bias’ by Glock (Glock 1985; Glock 1995). Glock believes that this bias is created easily in and 

around Israel because of a lack of awareness of the ideological power of biblical history.44 

According to him, the research agenda has been set rather by biblical than archaeological 

scholars.45 Like El-Haj, he shows that sites which might contain antiquities from the late Bronze 

and early Iron Age were given priority over other archaeological sites. He agrees that the focus 

was almost exclusively on biblical archaeology, a segment of the past reconstructed to support 

Jewish claims to Israel.46 Archaeology in Israel is archaeology with an equally political intent 

according to Glock,47 and the defence of the biblical story has become an essential means for 

preserving the meaning of current conquests of the land.48 

 In his article on nationalism in Israel, Yahya states that there seems to be no way to 

exclude religion and politics from archaeology.49 He further asserts that in Israel, politicization 

has been a blinding factor in archaeology because it is used in an exaggerated and irrational 

way.50 Yahya shares the view of El-Haj and Glock that archaeology in Israel is used to make 

claims on ‘historical’ land. He also observes that in some cases, the only goal of a biblical 

archaeologist is to prove the accuracy of biblical narratives. Archaeological evidence connected to 

the Bible is given priority over Byzantine, Islamic and Crusader sites: these have been excluded 
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from excavations and from presentation to the public.51 Yahya even claims that it is not unusual 

that if evidence from an archaeological excavation does not fit that of the Bible, biblical 

archaeologists state that the archaeological evidence is either incomplete or erroneously 

interpreted.52 

The discussion whether the Bible can be used as a historical source is never-ending. It 

goes too far to explore all the views of this debate in this thesis. However, since some scholars 

claim that there is no archaeological evidence at all that may confirm stories from the Bible, it is 

interesting to have a look at some opinions about these claims. First, a distinction has to be 

made between the biblical context and the biblical narratives. Modern excavation methods have 

proven that the biblical context is in most cases historically right. A lot of cities and towns that 

are mentioned in the Bible have been identified and uncovered. Also, ancient civilizations have 

been dated and analysed.53 So while archaeology has proven the biblical context to be in most 

cases true, the biblical narratives can not be verified this way. According to Finkelstein and 

Silberman, some biblical events seem not to have taken place in a specific era or the manner 

described, and some events probably did not happen at all.54 While archaeology can not prove 

biblical narratives to be true, it can help to reconstruct the history behind the Bible, and reveal 

information about the society in which it was produced.55 

The debate about the authenticity of the Bible culminated in 2009. Zeev Herzog, a well 

known Israeli archaeologist who has done many excavations, wrote a critical article in the 

newspaper Haaretz of October 200956 in which he stated that there was no archaeological proof 

at all of biblical stories like the exodus out of Egypt, or the empire of David and Solomon. 

According to him, these facts have been well known for years, but nobody wants to hear about it. 

Herzog claimed that the archaeological finds do not match stories from the Bible, and if they 

seem to do so, it can not be proven historically. Some of the ‘great Canaanite cities’ the Bible 

mentions are said to have been excavated, but Herzog states that these excavated sites are no 

more than unfortified settlements and consisted in most cases of a few structures of the ruler’s 
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palace instead of an actual city.57 Herzog has a whole range of other examples, which all might 

prove that the Bible and archaeology do not match. After more than seventy years of intense 

archaeology, not one biblical story has been proven to be historically true, according to Herzog. 

Supporters of Herzog’s view, who believe the Bible has no value as a source of history for the 

periods it describes, are called the ‘biblical minimalists’. Finkelstein and Silberman also belong 

to this group.58 They believe the Bible has not been written in the 10th-century B.C. and are, 

based on archaeological evidence, convinced that the Bible was compiled in the 7th-century B.C. 

They state that it may reflect the ideology of the writers.59 Scholars who believe the Bible is a 

historical document based on facts, regard these minimalists as anti-Israel and sometimes even 

as anti-Semitic.60 These scholars criticized Herzog. One of them was Hershel Shanks, who 

reacted to this criticism in an article.61 He admitted that all modern critical scholars recognized 

that the Bible is a human composition. Its purpose is regarded as primarily theological, and not 

historical, because history can for example not deal with miracles. The Bible is by supporters of 

Shanks believed to exaggerate to make a point, and they state that the Bible speaks 

metaphorically when it appears to a modern mind to be speaking factually. This group of 

scholars admits, however, that the Bible can also be inaccurate because it is a human 

document.62 It is remarkable that after the publication of Herzog’s critical article, reactions 

where not overwhelming. Yossi Sarid, minister of education, even said that if Herzog’s claims 

were proven to be right, he saw no reason this history could not be taught in schools as “an 

approach or an option”.63  

Supporters and opponents of the Bible-question may not agree, but one might ask if this 

nowadays really matters. El-Haj ventilates the question if Israel still needs biblical stories in 

order to lay claim on the land it consist of.64 Since the State of Israel exists already for more than 

fifty years, do archaeology and heritage have to ‘prove’ that the land really belongs to the Israeli 

people? El-Haj thinks that in the future, when the conflict over territorial control can intensify, 
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questions of history will be asked more and more and will, again, be used in the conflict to lay 

claims on the ground.65  

 Besides using archaeology to legitimize claims on the land, scholars have shown that it 

can also be used to create a national identity. Kohl states in an article that connects archaeology 

to nation building that archaeological evidence can be susceptible to manipulation for nationalist 

purposes.66 Because archaeological evidence is physical and visible to a nation’s citizens who 

interact with it, this can contribute to the construction of the national identity. In Israel, this 

identity is based on antiquities (Amiry and Bshara 2005; Silberman 2001; El-Haj 1998, 2003; 

Yahya 2005; Scham and Yahya). Artefacts from archaeological sites are displayed in national 

museums and constitute an invaluable part of the national patrimony, heritage that becomes 

increasingly broadly defined. Ancient sites are depicted on items of mass consumption, and these 

uses show how national identity is continuously constructed through the commemoration of the 

remote, archaeologically evidenced past.67 In Israel, archaeological finds have inspired nearly all 

the Israel national symbols, from the State Seal to medals, coins and postage stamps.68 

Not only in Israel is archaeology used for political goals. It has been used worldwide to 

support nationalist, colonialist and religious claims.69 Fowler demonstrates that it is not unusual 

for States to use archaeology for nationalistic purposes and to legitimize their authority and 

power. The examples Fowler names, China, Mexico and Africa, occurred in the past, except for 

Israel. Fowler states that modern Israel is using archaeology as a means of glorifying the 

Hebraic past and to validate its right to exist as a nation.70 But is it actually possible that States 

do not manipulate the past through archaeology? A quote from Kohl and Fawcett expresses 

clearly that this is a world-wide phenomenon: “Nationalist archaeology will continue to flourish 

as long as we live in a world of nation-states.”71 De Cesari shows, when citing Richard Handler, 
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that it is nationalism that frames heritage and culture as properties, as that which a nation 

must possess in order to exist as such.72  

While a lot of scholars (El-Haj 1998, 2003; Kohl 1998; Yahya 2005; Fowler 1987; Glock 

1994, 1995) regard heritage as an important tool in the forming of the Jewish identity, Broshi 

does not support this view. Her opinion is that heritage and archaeology play an important role 

in forging a national identity, but only in the Israeli component of a person’s personality and not 

in the Jewish.73 For the Jewish citizens, Broshi argues, archaeology has little to offer about their 

Jewishness because the finds are stemming from hostile cultures. She states that archaeological 

artefacts are supposed to produce an attachment to the Israeli territory, and not to support the 

Jewish identity.74 This is also the view of Elon, who claims that early pioneers have hardly been 

moved by the charm of antique sites or objects and that little need was felt for buried proof of the 

past to uphold claims for the present.75 This seems to contradict with the earlier findings, that 

archaeological artefacts were said to be biblical remains while this could not be proven. Jewish 

citizens would be expected to feel a ‘historical sensation’ while being confronted with these 

‘Jewish’ artefacts. According to Broshi, ideological considerations are gradually exercising less 

influence on Israeli archaeology, because the number of immigrants in Israel is diminishing and 

more and more native Israelis are born.76  These native Israelis seem to have a lesser need for 

the ideological reinforcements offered by archaeology.77  

Baram and Rowan state that nowadays, heritage in Israel is no longer focused on Jewish 

symbols of the past.78 Tourism has become the main focus. Large, state-supported excavations, 

for example at Beit She’an, revealed a Roman city with few ties to a nationalist history. 

However, this site was turned into a huge tourist attraction. According to Baram and Rowan this 
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may show that the role of the past for Israel has changed: no longer is this used only for 

nationalist goals, but at the end of the 20th-century it was also used to attract more tourists to 

the land.79 This view is supported by Killebrew, who claims that nationalism is no longer the key 

factor that guides archaeological research and its interpretation. While some sites in the Golan 

Heights and Jerusalem still play a role in territory-debates, the Israeli past is, according to 

Killebrew, being marketed as public entertainment with the goal of realizing a financial profit.80 

She states that the archaeological agenda nowadays is determined by commercial considerations 

instead of political ideologies,81 and that more and more archaeological sites are turned into 

places of entertainment and edutainment.82 A good example of this commercialization is 

Caesarea.  

Caesarea is one of the most visited national archaeological parks in Israel. Already since 

the 1960s has Caesarea been a popular tourist attraction, because of its classical and crusader 

period remains. In the 1990s, new excavations revealed large segments of the Roman and 

Byzantine city. Visitor’s numbers stagnated; the site was then promoted as an international 

tourism centre, where visitors could witness a complete multimedia experience.83 Killebrew 

states that what has been done in Caesarea also has been done at many other archaeological 

sites of great nationalistic or religious significance: the installation of multimedia and high-tech 

entertainment that promote a strong nationalistic message.84 This has been done to increase 

attendance and to enhance this entertainment value.85 

 Killebrew even states that large-scale archaeological projects in the 1990s were only 

initiated with the goal of providing employment for new immigrants combined with development 

for tourism and regional economic improvement. The majority of excavated sites would lack any 

ideological connection to Jewish or Israeli heritage.86 She argues that archaeology is no longer on 

a large scale used as a political power and that this can be seen in the status of much 
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archaeological sites. Some have become garbage dumps and meeting places for drug users.87 This 

seems an indication that the past, as narrated by the State, is no longer relevant or important, 

even to the State.88 Ilan and Gadot demonstrate that many archaeological sites nowadays are 

neglected. While in the 1960s even small sites, where almost no important excavations were 

done, were made tourist attractions, nowadays sites are losing their importance because the 

need to create the identity of the Jewish people and to legitimize the territory has shifted away.89 

An example of 2008 suggests that archaeological finds are no longer subjectively 

interpreted to contribute to the nationalistic history of Israel. As shown before, in the 1960s 

archaeologists used the Bible as their guideline. Archaeological finds were automatically linked 

to biblical stories. Nowadays, this seems to have changed. In 2008, a tiny shard was unearthed 

at a fortress at Khirbet Qeiyafa, just south of Jerusalem, the site where according to the Bible 

the shepherd boy David killed the giant Goliath.90 This shard was said to feature the oldest 

Hebrew inscription ever, predating the famous Dead Sea Scrolls by at least 850 years. The five 

lines were not identified, but the words for ‘king’, ‘judge’, and ‘slave’, suggested it was written by 

a trained scribe in the king’s court. However, the find carried political connotations. The 

excavation has been funded in part by an organisation called Foundation Stone, which supports 

archaeological sites that strengthens the Jewish ties to Israel.91 Earlier, the find would have 

been automatically taken to prove the relevant Bible story to be true. Nowadays, sceptics raise 

their voices. They are warning that excited researchers may be interpreting too much too 

quickly: "This takes us back to the days of conducting archaeology with a Bible in one hand and a 

spade in the other….. However we have to calm down before we start jumping to sentimental, 

biblical conclusions,"92 according to Israel Finkelstein. He is warning that while the site is 

significant, it should not be used to interpret Biblical stories as reality, in part because the 
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written record came at least three centuries after the events could have taken place.93 Garfinkel 

said the discovery of the fortress suggests the Biblical tale of David and Goliath was in fact a 

metaphor for frequent battles between people of the Elah fortress and the neighbouring 

Philistines.94  

Many scholars believe that archaeology in Israel is used to legitimize claims on the land 

(El-Haj 1998, 2003, Amiry and Bshara 2005; Silberman 2001; Finkelstein 1998; Yahya 2005; 

Scham and Yahya 2003, Glock 1994, 1995; Kohl 1998; Barber 2006; Fahel 2010). Heritage, 

according to these scholars, was used to strengthen the ties of the Israeli people to their land, 

and attempts were made to create a national identity (El-Haj 1998, 2003; Kohl 1998; Yahya 

2005; Fowler 1987; Glock 1994, 1995). Connecting the Israelis to ‘their’ heritage was a means to 

create a strong nation. This nation was necessary to legitimize claims on the land. However, 

these scholars argue that nowadays more and more archaeologists are aiming to do their work 

more impartial. The biased archaeologists that sought some sort of proof to support their biblical 

claims have given way to these more open minded scientists. Claims of earlier archaeologists 

about biblical finds are more often invalidated. Nowadays archaeologists are trying no longer to 

create the past, but scientifically study the past. Israeli and Palestinian archaeologists are 

realizing that archaeology has to be separated from political and religious influences. They 

disapprove discrimination against sites on basis of their political and religious connotations. 

Further, they insist on employing methodologies and pursuing the same questions pursued by 

archaeologists in other countries, such as the study of settlement patterns, trade and the 

economy of ancient civilizations.95 That the Israeli government is not always supporting this will 

be shown later in this thesis. To see how archaeology was implemented and influenced since the 

formation of the State of Israel, an overview of heritage and archaeology policy will be looked at 

first. 
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1.21.21.21.2 Ch Ch Ch Changing borders and heritageanging borders and heritageanging borders and heritageanging borders and heritage    

 

The borders of Israel and the Disputed Areas have changed several times since 1948. On the one 

hand war and on the other hand the peace process caused the territory of both parties to change. 

This had consequences for archaeological and heritage sites that lay within the borders of these 

changed areas. When studying the role of heritage in Israel, it is necessary to have a look at 

these changed borders, how heritage was affected and how Israel and the Disputed Areas coped 

with this situation. The focus will be on three main events in which the borders changed: the 

1948 War of Independence, the Six-Day war of 1967 and the Oslo Agreements of 1993 and 1995.  

After the territorial partition of 1948, the Israelis were subjected to geopolitical changes, 

through which many of the Jewish holy sites became inaccessible. This led to the creation of an 

alternative map of Jewish holy sites, most of which did not exist before the land was divided.96 

While people from other religions were also affected by the post-1948 situation, this had a strong 

influence on the Jews. They were cut off from sites like the Western Wall, the Tomb of Rachel 

and the Cave of the Patriarchs.97 In 1948, when Israel was declared an independent State, it 

controlled a lot of archaeological and heritage sites that were seen as essential to the history of 

the State. The State controlled now sites that were, prior to 1948, under Muslim ownership.98 

Some of these sites underwent a rapid process of Judaization after the war or simply were 

removed.99 An article in Haaretz shows how just after 1948, a lot of archaeological sites were 

destroyed by the Israeli Defence Forces.100  

In Ashkelon till 1950 the Mash’had Nabi Hussein could be found, an 11th-century 

structure. According to tradition, the grandson of Mohammed was buried here and Muslim 

pilgrims would visit the site.101 However, after July 1950 there was nothing left of the site 

because it was blown up by the Israeli Defence Forces. At the same time, a thousand year old 

mosque at Yavneh was bombed.102 Kletter argues that he can understand those who were behind 
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this operation. He states that the decision not to allow the Palestinian refugees to return was 

unavoidable if the idea was to establish a Jewish state. According to him it was impossible to 

preserve hundreds of abandoned Palestinian towns and villages and that there was no choice 

than to destroy most of them.103 Bar states that the Jewish sacred space, which emerged after 

1948, was shaped to a great degree through the creativity of the State. Ancient written traditions 

were connected with places that were now recognized as sacred.104 Examples of these places are 

King David’s Tomb on Mount Zion and Elijah’s Cave in Haifa. Sites were developed as part of the 

Ministry’s plan to expand and deepen the State’s sacredness by focusing on areas and places not 

necessarily associated with a Jewish tradition of sacredness. This creativity is also recognized by 

Yahya, who notices that insignificant sites have been excavated and promoted, while more 

important sites have been excluded.105 

 An example that shows how sites were Judaizised after 1948 is the already mentioned 

Cave of Elijah. Elijah’s Cave was a Muslim place until 1948 and both Jews and Christians had 

the right to pray here. The War of Independence of 1948 transformed Haifa into an Israeli city, 

and led to the Judaization of the Cave. From now on it was developed as a Jewish pilgrimage 

site. A sign posted at the site by the Ministry of Religious Affairs declared the cave to have been 

an ancient place of prostration for the Jews of Haifa.106 The Muslim relevance was totally 

neglected. On the website of the Israeli Ministry of Tourism it even can be read that: “the right-

hand wall of the cave, which in various periods has been sacred to Christians and Muslims as 

well….”107 So the impression given here is that the Cave has always been a Jewish holy sites, 

and that at certain moments Christians and Muslims regarded part of the cave holy as well. 

That it used to be a Muslim site before 1948 is neglected. This site is a good example of the post-

1948 situation. Sites previously important for Muslims were Judaizised or destroyed. Sites 

previously unimportant were now declared important for Israelis. Changed borders had a major 

impact on archaeological and holy sites.   
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 The next moment in the history of the State of Israel when the borders changed 

drastically was the Six-Day War of 1967. During this war, Israel captured the Sinai Peninsula 

and the Gaza Strip from Egypt, the West Bank from Jordan, and the Golan Heights from Syria. 

These vast amounts of conquered land had, off course, an enormous impact on archaeology and 

heritage. Shortly after the Six-Day War, there was intense Israeli archaeological activity in the 

Gaza Strip and the West Bank. Objects were removed in two ways from the newly conquered 

areas: officially by the Israeli authorities or persons licensed by them, or illegally by individual 

Israeli soldiers, civilians or Palestinians who sold the artefacts.108 An emergency survey in the 

West Bank was put into motion. The Rockefeller Museum was captured and became the 

headquarters of the Department of Antiquities and Museums. This happened along with the 

Dead Sea Scrolls. The exploration of the newly acquired West Bank, Golan Heights, and Sinai 

Peninsula were focal points for a new generation of archaeologists.109  

 Most of the excavations done by Israel were referred to as so-called ‘salvage excavations’, 

and it is important to have a closer look at these salvage excavations, as they can said to be 

controversial. According to The Hague Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the 

Event of Armed Conflict (1954) art. 4 (3) it is illegal for an occupying power to remove ancient 

artefacts, movable and immovable, from an occupied land.110 The pretext that Israel has used to 

justify its activities, however, is that Palestinians are unable to safeguard ancient sites in the 

West Bank and Gaza, where looting is common.111 Article 5 of The Hague Convention for the 

Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict (1954) gives an occupying power 

limited powers to act to protect cultural property in occupied territory.112 Israel in almost all 

archaeological excavations states that it regards a salvage-excavation. In this way, they 

legitimize the fact that a lot of artefacts from the Disputed Areas are transported to Israel. 

However, this is only required under exceptional circumstances in order to gather information 

and save artefacts prior to construction work, in the interests of the occupied people.113 Later in 
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this thesis, more will be written on the salvage excavations and on the question whether Israel is 

handling according to international law. 

The Six-Day War marked the beginning of a process that was to revolutionize the 

archaeological investigation of the West Bank, which led to the addition of thousands of sites to 

its inventory. After the Six-Day War, the responsibility for archaeology transferred to two Israeli 

Staff Officers for Archaeology. One was in charge of Gaza, the other of the West Bank.114 In East-

Jerusalem, archaeological affairs fell under the Israel Antiquities Authority. The Jordanian 

Antiquities Law from 1966 was now enforced in the West Bank, alongside a set of military 

orders, which targeted the issues of licensing, excavating and trade in antiquities.115 By doing so, 

scholars state that Israel violated the 4th Geneva Accords and the Hague Convention of 1954 

(Rjoob 2010; Sayej 2010; Oyediran 1997). The Staff Officer was given a free hand to conduct 

excavations, confiscate land and transfer objects throughout the West Bank. The Staff Officer 

has authorized hundreds of excavations in the Disputed Areas. The military amendments to the 

law in 1986 gave the Staff Officers more power to undertake all kinds of archaeological activities. 

The Staff Officer could issue himself licenses for exporting, loaning, excavating and 

disseminating, without accountability to the Israeli Civil Administration, the Advisory Council of 

Antiquities, or to the demands of the law. According to Rjoob, the activities of the Staff Officer in 

the Disputed Areas were, and still are, ambiguous. 116 It is not known where excavations took 

place or where antiquities were found. Because there is no obligation to report archaeological 

activities, most archaeological excavations in the West Bank do not have publications. Israeli 

control over the West Bank encompassed numerous biblical sites. According to Hallote and Joffe 

the nationalist component of archaeology by no means disappeared after 1967, but began to 

manifest itself primarily in popular interest of religious nationalist groups, who saw control over 

the biblical homelands in the West Bank as the culmination of Israel’s mission and relationship 

with God.117  

The Tomb of Joseph in Nablus shows what happened when borders changed. Many Jews 

believe this site is the final resting place of the biblical patriarch Joseph, while Muslims believe 

                                                 
114 A.A. Rjoob, ‘Contested Management of Archaeological Sites in the Hebron District’, Present Pasts, vol. 2, no. 1 (2010) 77. 
115 A.A. Rjoob, ‘Contested Management of Archaeological Sites in the Hebron District’, Present Pasts, vol. 2, no. 1 (2010) 77. 
116 Ibidem. 
117 R. S. Hallote, A.H. Joffe, ‘The Politics of Israeli Archaeology: Between ‘Nationalism’ and ‘Science’ in the Age of the Second 

Republic’, Israel Studies, vol. 7, no. 3 (2002) 88. 



 31 

an Islamic cleric was buried here two centuries ago.118 In 1967, the Israelis took control over 

Nablus. Scham even states that this was the moment when the place acquired newly religious 

importance, because historically the site had religious importance for Muslims only.119 From now 

on, some Jews were seen here. In 1975, Muslim worshippers were prohibited from the site, and 

the site was changed in favour of the Jewish worshippers: a Torah-scroll was installed and a 

niche facing Mecca was covered.120 The Israelis withdrew from the site in accordance with the 

first Oslo Agreement (1993). They continued to worship at the site under the protection of the 

Israeli Defence Force.121 In 2000, when the Israeli Defence Force left the site, the Tomb was 

attacked and destroyed. Hebrew texts were burned, the niche was reopened and some parts were 

set aflame. From then on, more disputes followed. In April 2009, the place was even sprayed 

with anti-Semitic graffiti.122 In the future, cooperation between the Israeli Defence Force and the 

Palestinian Authorities may lead to a re-opening of the Tomb.123 This case demonstrates that 

while the tomb of Joseph is ancient, holy for both and irreplaceable, the conflict has caused major 

harm to the site. Heritage has become the victim of politics.  

After the signing of the Oslo Agreements (1993), heritage of both parties changed sides. 

Oslo I effectively established a semi-autonomous Palestinian government in specific parts of the 

West Bank and marked the first time that Palestinians were afforded any degree of self-rule in 

their territories under Israeli occupation.124 Issues of archaeological and cultural heritage 

management were addressed in the subsequent 1995 Israeli-Palestinian Interim Agreement, also 

known as Oslo II (1995). Whereas Oslo I (1993) provided Palestinians with their first opportunity 

to self-government, Oslo II (1995) presented the first prospect for Palestinians to manage and 

administer some of the archaeological and cultural heritage sites located within Palestine.125  
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Signing the Oslo Agreements, also known as The Declaration of Principles on Interim 

Self-Government Arrangements, it was agreed that self-rule in the Gaza Strip and the Jericho 

area was to be established, including a withdrawal of Israeli forces from those areas. The aim of 

the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations within the Middle East peace process was to establish a 

Palestinian Interim Self-Government Authority for the Palestinian people in the West Bank and 

the Gaza Strip, for a transitional period not exceeding five years, leading to a permanent 

settlement. In the rest of the West Bank, five specific spheres- education and culture, health, 

social welfare, direct taxation and tourism- were to be transferred to Palestinian representatives 

through early empowerment. Also, a transfer of authority from the Israeli military government 

and its Civil Administration to the authorized Palestinians would take place.126 There was 

consensus that a Palestinian Council had to be elected and an Interim Agreement would detail 

the self-government arrangements in the West Bank and Gaza.127 

 The Oslo Agreements divided the West Bank into three areas. Area A was under full 

control of the Palestinian Authority. This included all Palestinian cities and surrounding areas 

with no Israeli civilian presence. It comprised 2.7% of the land area. Area B came under 

Palestinian civil control and Israeli security control. This included areas of many Palestinian 

towns and villages and areas with no Israeli presence, constituting 25.1% of the land area. Area 

C came under full Israeli control, except over Palestinian civilians. These areas included the 

Israeli settlements, land in the vicinity of these localities, most roadways that connect the 

settlements as well as strategic areas amounting to 72.2% of the land area.128  

 Under the provisions of the Oslo I (1993), the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities was 

established for the Palestinians in 1994. The Israeli Staff Officer handed over to the Palestinian 

Ministry the offices of the archaeology departments. However, not a single artefact or document 

related to Israeli excavations is said to have been handed over.129 Heritage sites previously under 

Israeli authority were handed over to the Disputed Areas. Examples of this are two synagogues 

in the district of Jericho. The Israelis were afraid for the future of the synagogues. However, ten 
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years later, one of the synagogues had undergone two restorations and protection projects.130 

This was accomplished by the Palestinian Department of Tourism and Antiquity, which restored 

the synagogue and allowed free access to the site.131 In turn, the Israeli Antiquities Department 

has restored a building that belonged to an Arab family which was expelled during the 1948 war 

in Acre.132 These are, however, rare occasions of cooperation between Israel and the Disputed 

Areas to preserve heritage. 

This exceptional collaboration seemed hopeful for the future but an incident related to the 

Oslo Agreements sheds a different light on this. A month before Israel had to leave Jericho, the 

Department of Antiquities of the Israeli civil administration of the West Bank conducted massive 

excavations here.133 This was the so-called ‘Operation Scroll’: sixteen teams of archaeologists 

were digging for additional scrolls and other finds from the Second Temple Period.134 All the 

antiquities were moved to Israel, and this was justified by mentioning that the Palestinians were 

not able to safeguard ancient sites in the Disputed Areas.  

It was told that the Palestinians, who are mostly Muslims, could not be trusted to look 

after these sites, according to the Israeli Military Authorities.135 As a result, important sites 

stayed in Israeli hands. These are sites such as Sebastia and, as already shown, the Tomb of 

Joseph in Nablus, Herodion near Bethlehem and sites near Ramallah. Yahya states that the 

Israelis have done noting to protect or upgrade the sites.136 They prevented the Palestinians to do 

anything to protect the sites as well. The result is that many sites important to Jews have 

become neglected.137 This view of Yahya is shared by Rjoob138. He states that when after Oslo II 

the Israelis got control over 70 percent of the area in the West Bank, the so-called ‘Area C’, most 
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of the sites here have never been the subject of protection and that the only sites the Israelis 

were concerned about were some biblical sites.139  

Negotiations over archaeological issues took place as part of the Oslo Agreements. These 

were supposed to be part of the final status agreement between the two parties. The positions of 

Palestinians and Israelis on the subject of repatriating antiquities are immensely divided. The 

Palestinians state that the Israelis promised them a list of all artefacts taken from the Disputed 

Areas in preparation for repatriation. The Israelis on their part state that the list is only for 

archaeological sites that have been excavated, and that it has been already provided to the 

relevant Palestinian authorities. Palestinians use the Egyptian example as precedence for their 

claims. In 1994, Israel returned all antiquities from excavations conducted in Sinai since 1967 to 

Egypt, together with scientific reports, drawings and photos. The Israeli government recognized 

that the proper place for those antiquities is in Sinai.140 

A phenomenon that is partially a result of the changed borders in Israel and the Disputed 

Areas is that of settlements. Israeli people have built a huge amount of settlements on ground of 

the Disputed Areas, which are sometimes archaeological sites. According to Yahya, Israeli 

settlers may seem to have religious reasons to live in the settlements, but they are actually 

driven by economic benefits because of subsidies and cheap housing.141 Most archaeological sites 

in the West Bank could not be included within settlements because they are located in populated 

Palestinian towns. Yahya states that most settlers probably have no idea where the sites are and 

what there historical significance is.142 The settlements in some cases harm the archaeological 

sites, and cause further discussion about who should have control over the sites. Two examples of 

settlements will give an indication of the situation.         

 Tell el-Rumeida is one of the largest tells, believed to have been inhabited continuously 

from the beginning of the third millennium B.C.143 Excavations have uncovered significant 

archaeological remains here. Since 1984, Israeli settlers build new settlement on top of the 

archaeological remains. Four years later, the Israeli Prime Minister promised settlers that the 

building of permanent houses would be allowed on the site, and in 2001 the Israeli government 
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approved and financed the construction of ten apartments. One more year later, a master plan 

was approved to build another fifteen apartments.144 This all damaged the archaeological sites of 

Hebron. Rjoob calls this “a typical example of Israeli violation of International Law and sabotage 

of Palestinian heritage, as well as also one of the most extremely violent cases of Israeli 

settlement policy enacted against the Palestinian land, people and heritage”.145 

  A similar example occurred in Khirbet Suseya. Archaeological excavations in the 1970s 

revealed the ruins of a synagogue, dating from the Roman period. This is interpreted as evidence 

for the long presence of Jews in this area.146  In 1983, an Israeli settlement was established. In 

1985 the site was declared an archaeological park. Local residents were expelled from their land. 

Under the protection of the Israeli Defence Force, settlers from Suseya are believed to have 

harassed the remaining local Palestinian community and overran Suseyian properties.  

Nowadays, there are thirty-three Israeli settlements in the Hebron district, which exert control 

over about 900 archeological sites and features in the West Bank.  

 Not only are settlements built on top of archaeological sites. Sayej demonstrates that the 

Israelis also set up archaeological camps in the vicinity of archaeological sites, and than make it 

a large settlement.147 One of the largest settlements in the West Bank, Khirbet Seilun Shilo, was 

set up this way.148 UNESCO is clear in her statement about the settlements. On the agenda of 

the 184th session of UNESCO’s executive board in 2010 can be read that: 

 

“Since Israel’s occupation, the Israeli Government has attempted to highlight the 

Jewish character of archaeological and heritage sites in the occupied Palestinian 

territory, while erasing or neglecting the universal character of these heritage sites 

and denying access to all people of faith. This Israeli policy has been used as a 

political tool to maintain and entrench control over Palestinian lands and resources 

and as a pretext for its continued settlement activity in contravention of 

international law. In fact, much of the settlement enterprise is concentrated around 

archaeological areas where Israel makes claims of exclusive heritage, including the 

settlements of Shilo, Bet El and Kiryat Arba. As part of the illegal settlement 

enterprise, the Israeli authorities also exploit Palestinian heritage sites for financial 
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and political gains. Under the Netanyahu administration, Israel has publicly begun 

to use these sacred and universal sites to provoke unnecessary religious conflict by 

promoting control and access on the exclusive basis of one faith while denying the 

rights and views of other faiths.”149 

 

This is in contrast to what Israel mentioned in 1948: in Israel’s Declaration of Independence, it 

stated that the Jewish State would guarantee freedom of religion and conscience, of language, 

education, and culture, and would safeguard the holy sites of all religions.150 Not safeguarding 

the holy sites of other religions could, as shown earlier, be a part of a strategy to weaken people’s 

ties to their land by destroying heritage. However, Israel nowadays also collaborates with the 

Palestinian Areas in order to preserve heritage. Changing borders did not only cause heritage 

sites to change, but might also change attitudes towards heritage. 

 

 

1.1.1.1.3333 UNESCO UNESCO UNESCO UNESCO and Israel and Israel and Israel and Israel    

 

UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization was founded 

just after Word War II, as a result of the worries of numerous countries about how to reconstruct 

their systems of education.151 A United Nations Conference for the establishment of an 

educational and cultural organization was convened in London in November 1945. Forty-four 

countries decided to create an organization that would embody a genuine culture of peace. In 

their eyes, the new organization had to establish the “intellectual and moral solidarity of 

mankind” and “prevent the outbreak of another world war”.152 At the end of the conference, 

thirty-seven countries founded UNESCO. Its constitution was signed on the 16th of November 

1945, and came into force on the 4th of November 1946.153 Two years after UNESCO was founded, 

the State of Israel was established. This happened on the 14th of May 1948. The new country was 

immediately recognized by the United States. On the 11th of May 1949, Israel became a member 
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of the United Nations154, and on the 16th of September of the same year, Israel joined 

UNESCO.155  

On the 14th of May 1954, the Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the 

Event of Armed Conflict was signed on by forty-nine states, including Israel. From now on, 

heritage would be protected during conflicts. In chapter 2, more about this Convention will be 

explained. The World Heritage Convention came into existence in 1972. UNESCO noted that the 

cultural and natural heritage was increasingly threatened by destruction, not only by the 

traditional causes of decay, but also by changing social and economic conditions. Disappearance 

of any item of cultural and natural heritage would constitute a harmful impoverishment of the 

heritage of all the nations of the world. UNESCO therefore considered that parts of the heritage 

were of outstanding interest and therefore needed to be preserved as part of the world heritage of 

mankind as a whole.156 

Israel became a Partner to this Convention in 1999. Before Israel was to ratify the 

Convention, a list of 25 sites with 'outstanding universal value’ was prepared. For this purpose, 

the Israeli World Heritage Committee was formed, which includes representatives of the 

Education, Foreign and Tourism Ministries; the Antiquities Authority, Nature Reserve and 

Parks Authority, and Government Tourism Office. Once Israel was Party to the Convention, it 

became the Committee's job to decide each year which sites to submit for inclusion in the World 

Heritage List.157 In 2001, 2003, 2005 and 2008 sites of Israel were admitted to the World 

Heritage List. These sites will be discussed in chapter 3. Today, Israel has six sites in the World 

Heritage List and one in the List of World Heritage in Danger. The latter is Jerusalem, which 

was submitted for listing by Jordan.                                                                        

While Israel is a member of UNESCO, the Palestinian Authorities are still trying to 

become a member. In 1974, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was granted observer 

status. The PLO was invited to participate in the sessions and the work of the General Assembly 

in the capacity of observer. The resolution also considered that the PLO was entitled to 

participate as an observer in the sessions and the work of all international conferences convened 
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under the auspices of other organs of the United Nations.158 Today, the Palestinian Authorities 

still have this observer status within UNESCO. 

Until the 1990s, the status of the Disputed Areas has made the inscription of sites on the 

World Heritage List technically impossible. Only officially recognized State Parties to the World 

Heritage Convention (1954) can initiate the procedure for sites located in their sovereign 

territories.159 In 1989 the Palestinian Authorities were proposed by Algeria, Egypt, Indonesia, 

Mauritania, Nigeria, Senegal and Yemen to become a member of UNESCO.160 However, the 

requirements needed for statehood were not meet, which is a precondition to ratify the World 

Heritage Convention. Therefore, this application was unsuccessful. When the Oslo Agreements 

(1993/5) were signed, a World Heritage status of the Palestinian Authority became closer. 

However, in 2002 Israel took control again of the major Palestinian cities. Heritage got 

destroyed. UNESCO made funds available to compile a tentative list of Palestinian heritage to 

pave the way for the protection of this heritage.161 Examples of what is on this list are the 

Nativity Church in Bethlehem and the prehistoric city Jericho.162 In 2005, the list was closed, but 

the Disputed Areas are still, due to their status, unable to officially submit the nominations of its 

sites.  

While the Disputed Areas have no inscriptions in the World Heritage List nor does it have 

an official tentative list, Palestinian heritage is inscribed in two other lists. Inscribed in 2008 on 

UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity is the 

Palestinian Hikaye, a narrative expression practised by women. The fictitious tales, which have 

evolved over the centuries, deal with current concerns of Middle Eastern Arab society and family 

issues. The Hikaye offers a critique of society from the women’s perspective and draws a portrait 

of the social structure that directly pertains to the lives of women. Many tales describe women 

torn between duty and desire.163 The Hikaye is in decline due to the influence of mass media, 

which often induce people to regard their native customs as backward and inferior. As a 
                                                 
158 http://www.un.int/wcm/content/site/palestine/cache/offonce/pid/11550;jsessionid=DB37131DB27A165B6398469FFE4DB1FC (05-

05-2011). 

159 C. de Cesari, ‘World Heritage and mosaic universalism. A view from Palestine’, Journal of Social Archaeology, vol. 10, no. 3 

(2010) 303. 

160 http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0008/000827/082713EO.pdf (18-04-2011). 

161 C. de Cesari, ‘World Heritage and mosaic universalism. A view from Palestine’, Journal of Social Archaeology, vol. 10, no. 3 

(2010) 303. 
162 C. de Cesari, ‘World Heritage and mosaic universalism. A view from Palestine’, Journal of Social Archaeology, vol. 10, no. 3 

(2010) 304. 

163 http://www.unesco.org/culture/ich/index.php?lg=en&pg=00011&RL=00124 (13-04-2011). 



 39 

consequence, the elder women tend to change the form and content of the narrations. The 

continued disruption of the social life due to the current political situation in the Disputed Areas 

is another threat to the continuation of the Hikaye.164  

The Disputed Areas are also represented in the Memory of the World Programme. 

UNESCO has launched the Memory of the World Programme to guard against collective 

amnesia calling upon the preservation of the valuable archive holdings and library collections all 

over the world ensuring their wide dissemination.165 It includes photographs and films covering 

all the stages of the history of Palestinian refugees, from the establishment of functional camps 

in the 1950s, the second flight during the 1967 war, the civil war in Lebanon, the turbulent 

periods in the second half of the 1980s to the consecutive unrest starting in the year of 2000. 

Submitted by UNRWA, it has produced and collected a comprehensive record of still photographs 

and film material, covering most aspects of the lives and history of the Palestine refugees.166  

A lot of countries nowadays recognize the Disputed Areas as an independent State. More 

than half of the UN General Assembly’s 192 countries are on board.167 To support the 

establishment of an independent State, the Palestinian Authorities in January 2011 tried to get 

the Church of Nativity in Bethlehem, the place where Jesus was born, to be declared World 

Heritage by UNESCO. The Palestinian Authority hoped the church was to be recognized as Word 

Heritage in the next meeting on nominations in July 2012.168 An article at the website of Sky 

News even stated that at the same time as filing the nomination, the Palestinians applied for 

membership of the World Heritage Committee.169 However, the recently published list of 

nominations which will be examined in the next session of the World Heritage Committee in 

2012, does not include the Church of Nativity.170 
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CCCChapter 2: Heritage and Conflicthapter 2: Heritage and Conflicthapter 2: Heritage and Conflicthapter 2: Heritage and Conflict    

    

“….protecting sites from tourism and over-development has given way to protecting them from 

tanks and missiles.” 171 

    

This statement of Sham and Yahya certainly applies for the State of Israel, where heritage is 

often affected by conflicts. Heritage is also an important trigger for new struggles between Israel 

and the Disputed Areas. In the past, claims on sites of which both parties argued to be the owner 

of caused unrest and casualties. So while heritage can be the reason for conflicts, conflicts can 

also influence heritage when this is damaged. 

 In this chapter it will be investigated how heritage in Israel and the Disputed Areas can 

cause disputes between Israel and the Palestinian Authorities. As will be demonstrated, this 

does not only have to involve these two parties, but can also involve other countries and 

organisations, like UNESCO. To understand why conflicts over heritage occur and that this 

phenomenon is not restricted to Israel only, theories will be shown that explain why heritage is 

often targeted in battles. Conflicts in Afghanistan, India, Iraq and Cambodia will show how 

easily heritage is destructed in conflicts and what is tried to achieve by doing so. After the 

investigation of heritage and conflict worldwide, conflicts in Israel will be studied. A lot of 

heritage-related problems have occurred here in recent years. The Convention for the Protection 

of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict (1954) will be involved to see if Israel is 

acting in accordance with this. To give a full account of conflicts and heritage, another aspect of 

the heritage-problem in Israel will be researched: the looting and robbing of heritage. The 

conflict-situation and different laws concerning antiquities trade in Israel and the Disputed 

Areas are responsible for thousands of antiquities leaving the area each year. While the trade in 

antiquities is legal in Israel, it seems that not enough measures are taken to prevent theft and to 

criminalize the illegal excavators and traders. The option that looting is used as a political tool in 

the Arab-Israeli conflict will be investigated, because this could be a reason behind this large-

scale phenomenon. At the end of this chapter, a case-study of the conflict of 2010 about the Tomb 

of Rachel and the Cave of the Patriarchs shows how conflicts in this area can originate and that 

this not only has impact in Israel, but worldwide. 
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2.1 Heritage and Conflict in general2.1 Heritage and Conflict in general2.1 Heritage and Conflict in general2.1 Heritage and Conflict in general    

    

“He who owns the past owns the present.”172    

    

The presence of antiquities in a conflict zone raises numerous challenges to any administrative 

authority: the preservation and protection of excavated sites, the prevention of looting, public 

education and outreach and respect for all past cultures.173 In most conflict-situations it is very 

difficult to protect heritage from being damaged or destroyed. During WWII, heritage was 

destructed on a large-scale. Cultural heritage was damaged so heavily, that members of 

UNESCO in 1954 signed the Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of 

Armed Conflict,174 to prevent more heritage from befalling the same fate. In this Convention, it 

was agreed between forty-four states that:    

 

“Recognizing that cultural property has suffered grave damage during recent armed 

conflicts and that, by reason of the developments in the technique of warfare, it is in 

increasing danger of destruction; Being convinced that damage to cultural property 

belonging to any people whatsoever means damage to the cultural heritage of all 

mankind, since each people makes its contribution to the culture of the world; 

Considering that the preservation of the cultural heritage is of great importance for all 

peoples of the world and that it is important that this heritage should receive 

international protection….being determined to take all possible steps to protect 

cultural property”.175 

 

This Convention, however, did not mean the end of heritage being damaged during conflicts.  

 As already introduced shortly before, heritage and conflict have to be viewed in two ways. 

Firstly, conflicts can occur because of heritage. An example of this is the Preah Vihear on the 

boarder of Thailand and Cambodia, which has caused many border disputes. This 11th-century 
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Hindu temple belongs to Cambodia but this is disputed by many Thais. In 1962 the International 

Court of Justice granted the temple to Cambodia.176 Subsequently, Thailand claimed much of the 

surrounding land, leaving the only access from Cambodia to the temple up a steep hillside. In 

2001 Thai troops blocked access for more than a year in a dispute about polluted water at the 

site. Cambodia's successful bid in 2008 to make the temple World Heritage caused further 

tensions. One year later, troops from both sides fired at each other across the disputed border. 

Thai authorities said at least two Thai soldiers died and seven were wounded.177 In February 

2011, a Cambodian court sentenced two Thai up to eight years in prison because they were found 

guilty of espionage. The two were charged with illegal entry after crossing into the disputed 

border area earlier. Demonstrations in Bangkok followed, and eventually there were fights along 

the border.178 On the 27th of February 2011, a special convoy of UNESCO was sent to the 

countries to talk about the unrest and to safeguard the temple. It was tried to maintain dialogue 

because, according to UNESCO Director-General Irina Bokova, “the world’s cultural heritage 

should never be a cause for conflict.”179  

 The second way in which heritage and conflict must be viewed is when heritage is damaged 

by an ongoing dispute or war. This was the case in Afghanistan, where the Taliban destroyed the 

Bamiyan Buddhas in 2001. They did so, accordingly to Meskell, because for the Taliban the 

statues represented a site of negative memory.180 By negative heritage is meant a conflictual site 

that becomes the repository of negative memory in the collective imaginary.181 The destruction of 

the statues was a political statement about religious difference and international exclusion. For 

many others today this site is a permanent scar that reminds many people of intolerance, 

symbolic violence and the barbarity of the Taliban regime.182 These two examples show that 

heritage can be damaged for different reasons. 

 Besides different reasons to destruct heritage, it also can have a different symbolic 

meaning. Starzmann tried to demonstrate how the destruction of cultural heritage in the event 
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of armed conflicts may be considered as an instrument of colonialism and imperialism.183 She 

speaks of the ‘structural violence’ of cultural heritage, which causes the disempowerment of local 

communities.184 George Orwell in his book 1984 stated that “He who controls the present, 

controls the past. He who controls the past controls the future”.185 Starzmann, investigating 

heritage during armed conflicts, states that “He who owns the past owns the present”,186 and the 

‘owner’ of this past may make claims to the resources of a country. So by damaging heritage, in 

many instances, the identity of native people is neglected. According to Meskell, during the 

invasion of Iraq by the United States in 2003, the neglect and destruction of heritage served a 

strategy of cultural imperialism. This was, argued by Starzmann, also the case in Afghanistan, 

where the Americans destroyed a lot of heritage with their bombings.187  

 Another reason to attack cultural heritage could be religion, when cultural remains of other 

faiths are removed and the own religion is prioritised. An example of this is the dispute in 

Ayodhya, India, which is lasting for many years. Hindus and Muslims have been quarreling for 

more than a century over the Babri mosque in Ayodhya. Hindus claim the mosque was the 

birthplace of Lord Ram, one of their most revered deities, and implied that it was built after the 

destruction of a Hindu temple by a Muslim invader in the 16th-century. Muslims, on their part, 

assert they offered prayers at the mosque until December 1949, when some people placed the 

idols of Ram under the cover of darkness in the mosque. The worship of the idols began soon 

after. Over the next four decades, Hindu and Muslim groups went to court over the control of the 

site and the right to offer prayers here. The dispute culminated in 1992, when a Hindu crowed 

destroyed the mosque. Nearly 2,000 people died in subsequent religious riots across the 

country.188 

 In the Arab-Israeli conflict, heritage and conflict are intertwined too, and this is described 

in the next paragraph.   
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2.2 Israel, heritage and conflict2.2 Israel, heritage and conflict2.2 Israel, heritage and conflict2.2 Israel, heritage and conflict    

    

“The archaeological sites in the region have become the field on which these desired pasts battle 

for hegemony.”189 

    

Heritage sites play a key role in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Both parties are claiming to be the 

descendants of the first inhabitants of the land. The Israelis refer to the Bible, in which the land 

was promised by God to the Jewish people. The Palestinians are claiming that Israel is the 

country where they used to live for decades. Because of these claims, heritage has been 

destroyed. In the West Bank alone, an estimated 12,000 large and small archaeological sites 

exist.190 These could be caves, mosques, churches, ruins, towers, tells, etcetera. It is believed that 

since 1967, thousands of these sites have been destroyed.191 Not only is heritage damaged in the 

conflict, both parties see it as justified to include heritage sites in their territories. Therefore, 

except from destroying heritage, heritage has also been transferred. 

 The Israeli government has throughout the years very often noted that heritage could not 

be preserved well in the Disputed Areas. Therefore, it was regarded a better option to transport a 

lot of artefacts to Israel and safeguard it over there. This for example happened in 1974, when 

Israel removed a sixth century Byzantine mosaic from Gaza. Nowadays, this mosaic is in the 

collection of the Israel Museum. The Israeli Department of Antiquities justified this by 

mentioning it was done to preserve it.192 Hananya Himzi, deputy director of the Israeli 

Department of Antiquities in the West Bank, commented in 2005 about this mosaic, which is still 

in Israel: “Probably it was done to preserve the mosaic….maybe there was an intention to return it 

and it didn’t work out. I don’t know why.”
193  

It must be noted that before 1993, when the first Oslo Agreement was signed, the 

Disputed Areas could not claim archaeological artefacts and heritage sites in their land. The 

Disputed Areas do not have standing to assert control over the archaeological and cultural 

heritage because it is neither a recognized sovereign government nor a signatory to the 
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Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict (1954).194 This 

effectively denied the rights of Palestinians to exert any control over, or claims to ownership of 

the archaeological and cultural heritage in their part of the land.195 Therefore, it can not be 

stated that Israel was steeling heritage; legally, they had the right to do so.   

The idea that the Palestinians were not able to safeguard their heritage is by some 

scholars extended with the notion that in the Disputed Areas an interest in archaeology and the 

past is lacking.196 However, as demonstrated by Broshi earlier, a lack of interest in archaeology 

does not automatically mean people are not interested in their past: sometimes the material 

remains of the past just does not mean anything with respect to people’s history. Saunders 

illustrates that this is the case in the Disputed Areas. In most parts of the Disputed Areas, a 

sense of heritage and historical connection exists that is derived from ‘land’ and ‘home’.197 Most 

Palestinians would not specifically discuss their history and heritage narratives in terms of 

archaeology. Saunders implies that the concept of the past, regardless whether this is measured 

by ages, centuries or decades, seems to be a very powerful way of demonstrating and solidifying 

Palestinian identity and territorial legitimacy and that a part of the Palestinians simply can not 

see the importance of heritage.198 Because of the unrest, many sites have been abandoned and 

left without any protection. Due to the heavy impact of the political and ideological claims placed 

on archaeology by settlers, there is a lack of awareness of the importance of cultural heritage 

among the Palestinians. As argued by Saunders, archaeology is viewed by the average 

Palestinian as part of what is in their view called the ‘occupation system’.199 Sayej adds that 

Palestinians feared Israeli and other foreign archaeologists and did their best to hide or even 

destroy archaeological sites, since they could be expropriated. All this together, heritage in the 

Disputed Areas for the Palestinians became, in the words of Meskell, “negative heritage”: the 

importance of cultural heritage as a shared human past or as a story of future and past national 
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wealth could not be seen anymore: the Palestinians were only able to see the negative 

implications of heritage.200   

 Another reason founded by Saunders why it may seem that the Palestinians do not care 

about heritage is that heritage is not always restored when this is damaged. He states that the 

Palestinians believe this is useless because sooner or later, the sites will be damaged again. 

Wondering around in Nablus, Saunders asked himself why the remains of the damaged 

Ottoman-era soap factory were not preserved.201 He was told that the emphasis was on damage 

control, and that people were not thinking about preservation and rehabilitation of their homes, 

let alone historical or archaeological remains, because they believed the Israelis would return 

and cause even more damage.202 This argument is supported in studies by Saunders (2008) and 

Amiry and Bshara (2005). Here it can be read that the local soap factory was first destroyed 

during the Al Aqsa Intifada of 2000,203 and again in Operation Defensive Shield in 2002.204 

However, Saunders states that this failure for preservation and reconstruction can not only be 

explained by the fear for new destruction. He thinks this also serves as a purpose to 

commemorate and display the destruction the Palestinians have to suffer.205 So while heritage 

can be used to strike the other in a conflict, it can be used again by this ‘other’ to show to the 

outside world what has been done to their heritage.  

 The Al Aqsa Intifada of 2000, during which the soap factory in Nablus was destroyed, 

caused more damage to cultural heritage. Now, even whole cities were attacked. Historic centres 

in the Disputed Areas were under Israeli army assault. Cities like Bethlehem, Nablus and 

Hebron were in some cases irrecoverably damaged.206 Taha states that later incursions in April 

2002 and January 2004 also caused irreparable damage to historic towns and cities in Jenin, 
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Gaza, Rafah and Abud.207 Sites that were destructed in this period included the Church of 

Nativity in Bethlehem.208 The Israelis claimed that the damaging of the sites was done as an 

attempt to uproot the Palestinian resistance. However, Amiry and Bshara argue that this seems 

rather an attempt to weaken the relationship of the Palestinians to their familiar space and 

history, and so to demoralize them and diminish resistance against the Israelis.209 This is exactly 

the power of damaging heritage, as what Starzmann mentioned before: cultural destruction can 

cause the disempowerment of local communities.210  

 While heritage and conflict often are related in Israel, heritage does not always have to be 

an object of struggle. More and more, archaeologists are trying to set aside the political aspects 

which are involved in archaeological excavations and are trying to focus only on the aspects 

archaeologists focus on worldwide: settlement patterns, trade and the economy of ancient 

civilizations.211 Archaeologists, by doing so, often run into conflict with national leaders and 

religious authorities over excavations and the interpretation of archaeological evidence.212 

  Israel and the Disputed Areas used to cooperate in antiquity policing efforts. Sites such as 

Acre, Gibeon and Bethel have been the subject of a joint Israeli/Palestinian heritage project that 

explores the shared heritage of Israelis and Palestinians.213 Because of the unrest, this has 

ended. Tensions only increased, because of issues over jurisdiction between Israeli and 

Palestinian archaeologists and government attendants, charged with the protection of cultural 

heritage.214 However, not all cooperation ended. In October 2010, it was suggested that the 

terraced fields in the Judean hills were added to Israel’s Tentative List. The terraces, which are 

almost 3,000 years old, were meant to prevent soil erosion and made it easier to farm on difficult 
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terrain. The 554 kilometers of terraced fields, made out of some two million stones, changed the 

landscape of the Judean hills and created a new ecological system, according to Michael Turner, 

head of the Israel World Heritage Committee.215 To get it inscribed in UNESCO’s World Heritage 

list, cooperation between Israel and the Disputed Areas is required. Israel is willing to work 

together in order to protect this heritage. Motti Kaplan, who prepared the proposal, said he 

“didn’t deal with political considerations, but with the importance of the landscape."216  

Another project of people who are looking into the future is mentioned in Haaretz of the 

25th of April 2008 by Raphael Greenberg.217 As a member of the Israeli-Palestinian Working 

Group on Archaeology, he showed the ideas of the workgroup about the fate of archaeological 

sites and artefacts in the event of a landscape divided into two national territories. What was 

needed was a set of ground rules that would ensure the preservation of as much of the 

archaeological heritage as possible, despite the different values attached to it. Both sides have to 

accept the legitimacy of alternative views of the past. To make this plan workable, unlimited 

access to sites and unilateral protection regardless of perceived ethnic or religious affiliation is a 

prerequisite. A permanent bilateral committee on antiquities has to be established, and 

agreements must be made on issues of access, fieldwork and possible long-term loans of 

artefacts.  

 Despite attempts to cooperate in heritage matters, conflicts in Israel about heritage sites 

still occur nowadays. At the end of this chapter, the affair of the Tomb of Rachel and the Cave of 

the Patriarchs will show that heritage still seems to be used as a political tool. First, the aspect 

of heritage that has not been given attention to yet, but happens frequently in Israel will be 

turned to: the looting and robbing of heritage. 
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2.3 Taking the past away: The looting and robbery of heritage2.3 Taking the past away: The looting and robbery of heritage2.3 Taking the past away: The looting and robbery of heritage2.3 Taking the past away: The looting and robbery of heritage    

    

"Money is the curse of archaeology".218 

 

The illicit trade in antiquities is supposed to be one of the largest illegal businesses in the world, 

the third-largest type of black market trafficking after illicit drugs and weapons trading, and has 

a worldwide profit of 4 billion US dollars per year.219 This phenomenon occurs on a large scale in 

Israel and the Disputed Areas. Artefacts are leaving the country in large quantities without 

being investigated, and this has a huge impact on heritage. 

The looting of archaeological sites happened already before 1948. A museum in Caesarea 

was emptied out by thieves and some collections, like the one at the Notre Dame Monastery in 

Jerusalem, disappeared almost completely. Also, private collections and antique shops in Jaffa 

and Jerusalem were targeted by thieves.220 The same fate befell the findings and documents at 

Megiddo, which were concentrated in the offices of the University of Chicago, which had been 

excavating there since 1920. The excavation at Megiddo was carried out by American 

archaeologists and the U.S. consulate wanted to know who was responsible for the destruction. 

An investigation was launched and the local commanders said that Arab units had ruined the 

site. In the end, it turned out that this was untrue and that Israeli soldiers had looted the site 

and burned the archaeological expedition's offices. 221  

Unfortunately, the looting of archaeological sites still happens and is only increasing. In 

2003 there were 200 cases of antiquities theft, in 2004 this raised to 314.222 The World Bank’s 

2005 economic monitoring report showed unemployment rates in the Disputed Areas at 23 

percent, with 43 percent of Palestinians living under the poverty line.223 Illegal digging and 

unemployment rates seem to go hand in hand.224 More people are in financial needs and realize 

that by selling antiquities, they can earn good extra money. Poverty and unemployment are 
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rising and the plundering of archaeological sites seems only to increase. The problem has 

intensified since 1993, when the Oslo Agreements were signed. The Israeli authorities severely 

restricted access to Palestinians from the Disputed Areas looking for jobs in Israel.225 The result 

was more economic hardship, and looting became an interesting option to make money. If no 

further measures are taken to fight the looting, more and more heritage will be damaged. 

However, this can be done only if this looting is criminalized and illegalized. According to Amir 

Ganor, director of the robbery prevention unit of the Israeli Antiquities Authority, the 

phenomenon of antiquities theft has taken on gold rush dimensions, with an antiquities site 

plundered every day on average. While the maximum punishment for damaging antiquities has 

been raised from three to five years, the punishments meted out in the courts today seem to 

rarely exceed a year in prison. In February 2005 a four-month prison sentence was issued to a 

man convicted of conducting illegal digs at an ancient cemetery in the city dating from a Roman-

Byzantine period. However, the judge took into account the robber’s claim that he had committed 

the crime to provide for his children when his verdict was rendered.226 

The main reason for looters is to survive poverty. In Haaretz can be read227 how Monzer, a 

grave robber from the Hebron area, goes out at night to loot treasures from ancient graves. The 

gang is looking for gold, coins and ceramic pieces, and when they find skeletons with golden 

jewelry, arms are broken to get the bracelets of the wrists. As leader of a gang of ten thieves, he 

makes good money. This business is so successful that Monzer can drive around in a brand-new 

BMW.228  

Illegal diggers are working organized and efficiently. They work in groups and use 

sophisticated equipment, such as metal detectors and archaeological tools. They do not search 

randomly, but know where to look, and some can even date their finds with some degree of 

certainty. They spend weeks staking out suspected antiquities sites, looking for clues such as fig 

trees that flourish near underground caverns, broken ceramics or signs of hewn stones, and are 

by some said to be in many ways better than archaeologists in terms of reading the terrain.229 

Biblical sites that have been previously excavated are popular for looters, who know that 
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findings from biblical sites sell better. Illegal excavators are looking mostly for gold, coins, 

glassware and ceramic pieces like oil lamps, clay stamps and items bearing written inscriptions. 

These objects can sell for a considerable amount of money, sometimes even thousands of dollars 

if they are found intact.230 Most of the grave robbers see their work just as a job; while it is 

dangerous, it can be very lucrative.  

The Israeli Antiquities Law prohibits illegal excavations, but allows the sale and trade in 

antiquities. In Israel, antiquities can be bought legally from sanctioned dealers if the collections 

pre-date the 1978 national patrimony law.231 So while in Israel illegal digging is prohibited, in 

the Disputed Areas, where law enforcement is very poor, people can easily excavate antiquities 

and sell them in Israel. According to Yahya, Israel is the only country in the region that allows 

the sale and trade of antiquities.232 The illegal digging is feeding a legal Israeli antiquities 

market, which is feeding international antiquities trade.233 Finds are sold to Israeli and 

Palestinian middlemen, who resell their goods to licensed dealers in cities like Jerusalem and Tel 

Aviv.234 Also, looted antiquities are being sold to tourists and pilgrims. These artefacts give 

buyers the idea that they go home with a material piece from the land of the Bible. Pilgrims and 

tourists make up more than 90 percent of the market share.235 Not only the suppliers, but also 

consumers are the main contributors to the phenomenon of looting. They encourage this by 

creating a market demand for antiquities; an estimated 100,000 items are sold in Israel each 

year.236  

While the looting and robbing of sites is becoming an increasing problem, the protection of 

sites seems not adjusted to this. According to Yahya, the Israeli Antiquity Authority has a small 

anti-theft unit that monitors the work of registered antiquity dealers and the gangs of looters.237 

The Palestinian Ministry of Tourism also has a special tourist unit. Both departments are 
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supposed to be understaffed and poorly equipped to carry out the protection of antiquities. The 

staff of the specialized Israeli unit numbers less than a dozen full-time workers. The Tourist 

Police unit of the Palestinian Authority is small as well and only functional in Bethlehem, 

Nablus and Jericho. They occasionally arrest people that are illegally digging or who sell 

archaeological finds without a permit.238 In the Disputed Areas, the law concerning heritage is 

outdated. The only applicable law for the protection of cultural heritage here is the 1929 Law of 

Palestinian Archaeology. An object is seen worthy of protection and conservation when it 

predates the year 1700 A.D.239 Because of this law, it is legal to collect artefacts from the period 

starting in 1700 A.D. So some Ottoman remains, for example, are excluded.  

In 2003, the Antiquities Authority was considering selling pottery shards that were 

unearthed in archaeological digs on the open market. Some of the suggestions included using 

shards as building materials and antique glass in women's jewelry. Supporters of the idea said 

there was no point in storing up millions of items that have no research value and are not 

required for exhibitions. This was also the opinion Finkelstein held. He cautioned, however, 

against taking steps without coordinating them with other countries: "Antiquities trading is such 

a sensitive issue these days that if we launch it alone, the international community may 

ostracize us”.240 There were also strong opponents, like Uzi Dahari, who stated that: 

"Archaeology is not oil; it’s a cultural asset….in recent years, all our neighbouring states have 

understood this and have banned trade in antiquities. Try getting a shard out of Egypt today. 

You cannot renounce national cultural heritage to solve budget problems. We have no mandate 

to do that to the future generations”.241 It was feared by opponents that what would begin with 

selling worthless shards would lead to the commercialization of Israel’s archaeological 

heritage.242 While this was only a proposal, it shows how the Israel Antiquities Authority is 

capable of selling Israeli history. While thousands of pottery shards may be stored and unable to 

contribute to research, using antiquities to make money is something that seems contradictory.  

  Where Yahya states that only economical reasons are the forces behind illegal digging 

and looting, Kersel thinks looting in Israel and the Disputed Areas is motivated by four factors: 
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looting as a leisure activity, looting as a profession, looting as a traditional practice and looting 

as resistance.243 The first three motivations are not specific for this area: they occur frequently 

elsewhere. Looting as resistance, however, is typical in Israel and the Disputed Areas. Kersel’s 

definition of looting as resistance is that Palestinians have turned to an everyday form of 

resistance, because of frustrations about their situation, and therefore started looting 

archaeological sites.244 This view is supported by El-Haj. She states that “looting could well be 

analysed as a form of resistance to the Israeli state and an archaeological project, understood by 

many Palestinians, to stand at the very hart of Zionist historical claims to the land.”245  

One of the most surprising stories in Israel about the robbing and looting of antiquities is 

the story of Moshe Dayan. He was a renowned military leader and politician, whose influence 

over Israel was considerable. From 1948 till 1959 Dayan served as commander in the Israeli 

army. In 1959 Dayan became Minister of Agriculture, and in 1967, during the Six-Day War, he 

was appointed Minister of Defense. The victory of this war made him a hero. Over 30 years he 

collected about 1,000 artefacts and placed them in the yard of his home. Between 1951 and 1981, 

Dayan established a vast collection of antiquities acquired through illicit excavations and 

bought, exchanged and sold antiquities in Israel and abroad, which seems to have been a well-

known secret in Israel.246 He had one of the largest private antiquities collections in the 

country.247  

Most of Dayan’s looting activities were done in areas conquered after 1967, under his own 

military rule. There were no institutions there that opposed him. Friends and colleagues started 

to help Dayan, and commanders from the Israeli Defence Force even began to follow Dayan in 

collecting and robbing antiquities. During the early 1950s, Dayan was completely free to collect 

the antiquities that he wanted. Because of his high military position, nobody accused him of 

these illegal activities. His deeds were unknown or unnoticed by authorities and the public at 

first. Later, his action became well-known: at least at four sites, Dayan was caught in the act by 

workers of the Israeli Department of Antiquities and Museums and citizens during the illicit 
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robbing of antiquities. It also became known when Dayan was seriously injured while he was 

illegally digging a mound at the ancient site of Azur.248 Photographs when looting sites prove 

that the activities of Dayan were known throughout Israel. These were published after the Six-

Day War.249 However, when an investigation started as a result, he was so powerful that people 

refused to complain or testify against him.250  

The motivation and ability to act against Dayan were inadequate. Even the head of the 

Israeli Department of Antiquities and Museums, Biran, admitted that Dayan broke the law and 

was not prosecuted. His excuse was that other robbers were also not prosecuted.251 Leaders of 

archaeological research institutions also failed to stop Dayan. Archaeologists knew about Dayan 

and even visited his house and saw the collection.252 When the issue came up for discussion, 

members of the government who were involved remained silent and did not act.253 Dayan was 

easily able to get away with artefacts that were illegally dug and looted. Everybody knew about 

it, but nobody acted upon it.  

 

2.42.42.42.4    Beyond the borders of heritage: Beyond the borders of heritage: Beyond the borders of heritage: Beyond the borders of heritage: heritage violationheritage violationheritage violationheritage violationssss    

According to some scholars, Israel has violated many international conventions and charters 

regulating the protection of cultural heritage (Rjoob 2010; Oyediran 1997; Rjoob 2010; Fahel 

2010). Israel is party to the Fourth Hague Convention concerning the Laws and Customs of War 

on Land (Hague Convention of 1907), the Fourth Geneva Convention Concerning the Protection 

of Civilian Persons in Time of War of 1949 254 (Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949) and the 

Hague Convention, Protocol and Regulations (1954).255 However, what has to be noticed is that 

not all current international laws were applicable at the time the violations are said to have 

taken place. What today might look like a violation might at the time not be classified as such.  
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One scholar who is convinced that Israel violated international law is Rjoob. He states 

that Israel continuously broke with international rules by carrying out illegal archaeological 

excavations, intentional destructing cultural heritage, neglecting the protection and conservation 

of cultural heritage sites, transferring artefacts out of the Gaza Strip and the West Bank and 

displacing parts of immovable heritage, especially mosaic floors and epigraphic materials by 

Israel.256  

Oyediran, like Rjoob, is very critical. She lists several cases in which she believes Israel 

violated international law. The first case has to do with the salvage excavations. The Hague 

Convention (1954) does not contain any provisions dealing with the question of the legality of 

archaeological excavations in an area that is occupied. Also, there has been little State practice 

on salvage excavations, since most occupations are of short duration. The situation in Israel and 

the Disputed Areas is the only situation where the issue of the legality of excavations by an 

occupying power has arisen.257 Article 4 (3) of The Hague Convention (1954) imposes that parties 

of the treaty prohibit, prevent and if necessary, put a stop to theft, pillage or misappropriation of 

cultural property and against acts of vandalism directed against cultural property.258 Article 4 (3) 

further states that the parties have to refrain from requisitioning movable cultural property 

situated in the territory of another contracting party.259 Opinions on the excavations of Israel in 

the Disputed Areas therefore vary widely. Oyediran shows that according to the Israeli 

government, The Hague Convention of 1954 did not prohibit the excavations. Syria and Jordan 

actually agreed that the prohibition on excavations by an occupying power was implicit in the 

protection accorded to archaeological sites by article 1 of the Convention.260 The only time this 

question attracted great attention was, except from the 2010 dispute, in the 1970s. UNESCO’s 

General Conference voted to cut off assistance to Israel because of Israel’s persistent refusal to 

comply with the resolutions of the UNESCO’s World Heritage Executive Board and the General 
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Conference, requesting Israel to desist from carrying out archaeological excavations in East 

Jerusalem.261  

Oyediran further states that Israel violated the laws concerned with the looting of 

cultural property. This is prohibited and heritage must be prevented (Hague Regulations of 

1907, art. 47; Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949, art. 33, Hague Convention of 1954, art. 4 (3) 

(Hague Convention of 1954, art. 4(3)). Oyediran suggests that Israel does not take proper 

measures to prevent the looting of sites and to penalize looters, while international rules state 

so. Rjoob holds the same view. He points out that many excavations have been conducted 

without convincing reasons whereby the sites were left with a minimum of protection and to the 

mercy of antiquity robbers.262 Oyediran shows that international law prohibits the destruction or 

damage of cultural property (Hague Regulations of 1907, art. 56; Fourth Geneva Convention of 

1949, art. 53, Hague Convention of 1954, art. 4 (3)). According to her, Israel is violating this rule 

as well and in the ongoing conflict between Israel and the Disputed Areas numerous heritage 

sites have been damaged and lots of irreplaceable heritage has suffered vast destruction. 

Saunders, while visiting the damaged Ottoman-soap factory, supports the view of Oyediran. He 

shows how Palestinian heritage is destroyed by the Israelis. This does not mean that the 

Palestinians have not damaged Israeli heritage vise versa. States are further prohibited from 

requisitioning movable cultural property (Hague Convention of 1954, art. 4 (3)) and according to 

Oyediran Israel has violated this rule as well. Numerous antiquities have been transported to 

Israel and are nowadays displayed in museums over there, for example the Byzantine mosaic 

floor in Gaza which was transported to Israel in 1974.263 This was said to safeguard the 

Palestinian heritage, while almost nothing has been returned during all the years since Israel 

‘took care of it’, according to Oyediran. 

As has been shown here, Israel is by some scholars believed to have violated international 

law repeatedly. However, these explanations tend to overlook the fact that some of the current 

laws might not have been effective at the time these ‘violations’ are said to have taken place. 

Today, some actions still cause unrest. An example of this was the statement of Prime Minister 

Benjamin Netanyahu in 2010 to include two controversial heritage sites. This created not only 
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unrest in Israel and the Disputed Areas, but worldwide. A case-study will show what happened 

exactly.  

    

    

2222.5.5.5.5    Rachel’s Tomb and the Cave of the PatriarchsRachel’s Tomb and the Cave of the PatriarchsRachel’s Tomb and the Cave of the PatriarchsRachel’s Tomb and the Cave of the Patriarchs    

    

In February 2010, Prime Minister Netanyahu of Israel announced his plans for the New 

Heritage Project.264 In this project, he proposed to include two controversial sites: Rachel’s Tomb, 

or the Bilal Bin Rabah Mosque in Bethlehem, and the Cave of the Patriarchs, or Haram Al-

Ibrahimi, in Hebron. This is important heritage for both Israelis and Palestinians. According to 

both, the ancestors of the Old Testament are buried here: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, 

Rebecca, Leah en Rachel. So for Christians, Muslims and Jewish people, this is an important 

place for pilgrimage. Until the declaration of Netanyahu, the Cave of the Patriarchs had been 

split up in two sections: one accessible for Jews, the other one for Muslims. After the 

announcement that the Cave of the Patriarchs would be part of the Israeli heritage, Jewish 

demonstrators claimed the exclusive right to the site. 

On the 22nd of February, one day after the announcement had been made, hundreds of 

demonstrants went to the Cave to protest against Netanyahu. There they encountered the 

opposition of the Israeli police, and the violence that followed injured four people.265 Palestinian 

leaders said this conflict was a reason for a holy war. The leader of Hamas in Gaza, Ismail 

Haniyeh, called for direct action against Israel because: “The project aims to erase our identity, 

alter our Islamic monuments and steal our history”.266 Abbas reacted furious too and said that 

Israel was trying to steal Palestinian heritage. He stated that the stealing of the two sites could 

be seen as a harbinger of the occupation of more holy Muslim sites.267 

Not only people from the Disputed Areas were demonstrating. Egypt and Turkey 

condemned the situation and expressed their concerns over Middle-Eastern peace.268 Jordanian 

activists also revolted against the Israeli plans and called for concrete action against Israel, the 
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declaration of jihad and the rupture of ties with the Jewish state by all Muslim countries.269 The 

United Nations showed their concerns over the proclamation of the sites too. Robert Serry, the 

UN’s special coordinator for the Middle East, said that the sites were on Palestinian territory 

and bear importance not only in Judaism but in Islam as well.270 On the 25th of February 

Netanyahu reacted on the conflict that was caused by his announcement: "There has been a 

misunderstanding, as we do not intend to alter the status quo, and we will maintain the freedom 

of worship for both the Jews and the Muslims at the sites".271  

UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee made a fact sheet on this subject because it was on 

the agenda of the 184th session of the Executive Board.272 The Committee stated that the 

Palestinian sites are cultural treasures that the Palestinians wish to protect and share with the 

world. Along with other sites, the Cave of the Patriarchs has been listed on the Inventory of 

Cultural and Natural Heritage Sites of Outstanding Universal Value since 2005.273 According to 

the Committee, the cultural treasures are special to all of humanity in addition to the religious 

significance ascribed to them by people of the Muslim, Christian and Jewish traditions. The 

World Heritage Committee rejected the intentions of Israel. It was stated that:  

 

“Confiscation and developments of Palestinian heritage sites and cultural property 

by Israel is prohibited under customary international law and Unesco conventions 

and protocols, including several that Israel has signed. Thus, Israel is directly 

violating its international commitments….In addition, it continues to deny 

Palestinians access and use of their historic places of worship and cultural heritage 

properties. The illegal activities and development of the sites…. are part and parcel 

of Israel’s illegal settlement enterprise. The Israeli Cabinet’s unilateral decision to 

continue with their consolidation of Palestinian heritage and archaeological sites 

under Israeli control reinforces Palestinian concerns that there is currently no 

genuine partner for peace…. Control over archaeological and tourist sites are part of 

the continuing illegal Israeli settlement enterprise. It is only through a complete 

cessation of these activities and restoration of control and access to Palestinians in 
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line with international law, that Israel can begin to repair the foundations needed for 

peaceful and neighbourly relations between the two States.”274 

 

In the report of the 185th session of the Executive Board, held in 2010, deep concerns over this 

matter were expressed again. Here can be read that:  

 

“Sharing the concern expressed by the Director-General regarding the announcement 

made by the Israeli authorities that two sites….both located in the occupied 

Palestinian territories, are to be included in the Israeli national heritage list, also 

sharing the conviction affirmed by the international community that the two sites 

are of religious significance for Judaism, Christianity and Islam, reaffirms that the 

two sites are an integral part of the occupied Palestinian Authority Territories and 

that any unilateral action by the Israeli authorities is to be considered a violation of 

international law, the UNESCO conventions and the United Nations and Security 

Council resolutions; regrets the Israeli authorities’ decision to include the two sites in 

the Israeli national heritage list, urges the Israeli authorities to abide by 

international law and the relevant international conventions and decisions, also 

urges the Israeli authorities to remove the two sites from the Israeli national 

heritage list.”275 

 

Israel reacted furious to the fact that The World Heritage Committee urged Israel to remove 

both sites from the national heritage list and the declaration of the Tomb of Rachel as a Muslim-

site. Benjamin Netanyahu stated that:  

"It is regrettable that the organization established to promote historical heritage 

sites worldwide is trying for political reasons to detach the ties between the Jewish 

people and their heritage….the state of Israel in contrast to its neighbours will 

continue to preserve freedom of religion at these sites and preserve them for future 

generations,".276  
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In the beginning of November 2010, deputy foreign minister Ayalon announced the suspension of 

Israel’s cooperation with UNESCO in the implementation of the five resolutions regarding the 

Middle East until they were nullified.  This was in response to a motion that was presented in 

the Knesset and dealt with five resolutions regarding UNESCO and the Middle East. This not 

only included the resolution that declared Rachel’s Tomb to be a mosque. The World Heritage 

Committee also showed concerns over the ongoing Israeli excavations and archaeological works 

on the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem as well as concerns over the harmful impact of the 

Separation Wall and other practices on the activities of cultural and educational institutions.277 

Ayalon added that “these resolutions, which were adopted based on the automatic Arab majority 

in the organization, are another attempt led by the Palestinian Authority to delegitimize the 

State of Israel” 278 and emphasized that “these types of declarations serve to distance peace and 

understanding between peoples….they harm UNESCO, which has been turned into a rubber 

stamp of the Palestinian Authority”.279 This example shows how heritage can be disputed by two 

parties and how politically sensitive heritage is in Israel and the Disputed Areas.  
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3. Israeli World Heritage3. Israeli World Heritage3. Israeli World Heritage3. Israeli World Heritage    

    

World Heritage is defined by UNESCO as heritage that has “outstanding universal value”.280 

Since 2001, six Israeli sites are inscribed in UNESCO’s World Heritage List, and one, Jerusalem, 

in the List of World Heritage sites in Danger. Besides these inscriptions, Israel has nineteen 

sites on its Tentative List. Sites from this list might be inscribed in the World Heritage List in 

the future. In this chapter, all of these sites will be studied. The importance of sites for the State 

of Israel will be viewed and the controversy of sites will be investigated. As stated earlier, a site 

will be called controversial when its location, interpretation and authority are disputed. What 

also will be examined is whether World Heritage, like archaeology, is used to legitimize claims 

on the ground by the State of Israel. The three lists examined can contain sites that are 

important for different religions, or sites that are located in contested areas, but which are 

entitled Israeli heritage. Therefore, all sites related to World Heritage in Israel will be examined 

in order to investigate the importance and controversy of World Heritage in Israel. 

 

 

3.1 The World Heritage sites of Israel 3.1 The World Heritage sites of Israel 3.1 The World Heritage sites of Israel 3.1 The World Heritage sites of Israel     

 

So far, six sites are inscribed in the World Heritage List on behalf of Israel. World Heritage 

properties are categorized according to cultural, natural and mixed properties. All Israeli sites 

are cultural heritage sites.281 As will be shown, there is one Israeli World Heritage site that is 

the subject of discussion among scholars: Masada. Therefore, this will be threatened extensively 

at the end of this paragraph.  

Acre was, together with Masada, inscribed in the World Heritage List in 2001. Acre is a 

historic walled port-city with continuous settlement from the Phoenician period, which started 

around 1200 B.C.282 The present city is characteristic of a fortified town dating from the 18th- and 

19th-centuries, with typical urban components such as a citadel, mosques, khans and baths. The 

remains of the Crusader town, dating from 1104 A.D. to 1291 A.D. lie, almost intact, both above 

and below today’s street level, providing a picture of the layout and structures of the capital of 
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the medieval Crusader kingdom of Jerusalem.283 Based on three features, Acre was inscribed in 

the World Heritage List. Firstly, Acre is seen as an extraordinary historic port-town. It preserves 

considerable remains of medieval Crusader buildings beneath the present town. Secondly, the 

remains of the Crusader town of Acre provide a unique picture of the layout and structures of the 

capital of the medieval Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem.284 Thirdly, Acre is an important 

example of an Ottoman walled town, with exemplary urban components such as the citadel, 

mosques, khans, and baths, which are very well preserved.285 Acre is one of the places where a 

shared Israeli-Palestinian heritage project is developed. This includes the research and 

documentation of various communities and their histories and the digital preservation of historic 

archives.286 The results of the research might influence the policy and development of the historic 

sites: during the War of Independence in 1948, many Arab owners of the historical structures 

fled, and their dwellings are nowadays rented out to newcomers from the surrounding villages. 

This has resulted in weak ties between the inhabitants and the land because these people do not 

own the structures, according to Killebrew. She states that this situation has encouraged neglect 

of the buildings and created an environment that, fueled by fears of the new residents that they 

sooner or later have to leave their homes, has been hostile to archaeology and heritage 

concerns.287  

In 2003, a third Israeli site was added to the World Heritage List: The White City of Tel-

Aviv. Tel-Aviv only exists since 1909, when it was founded as a neighbourhood of Jaffa, and was 

proclaimed a city in 1934.288 Between 1930 and 1950 the White City was developed, according to 

the ideas of Patrick Geddes. Modern, organic planning principles were central in this building 

plan. The houses were designed by architects who had been trained in Europe. In Tel Aviv, they 

represented the plurality of the creative trends of modernism, but also they took into account the 

local, cultural quality of the site.289 The buildings in Tel Aviv are enriched by local traditions and 

the designs were adapted to the specific climatic conditions of the area, giving a particular 
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character to the buildings and to the ensemble as a whole. The White City was inscribed in the 

World Heritage List based on two features. The first is its mixture of outstanding significance of 

the various trends of the Modern Movement in architecture and town planning in the early part 

of the 20th-century.290 Secondly, the White City is regarded as an outstanding example of new 

town planning and architecture in the early 20th-century, and is adapted to the requirements of a 

particular cultural and geographic context. 

The fourth place on the World Heritage List on behalf of Israel is called the biblical tels of 

Megiddo, Hazor and Beer Sheba. Tels are prehistoric settlement mounds and are characteristic 

of the flatter lands of the eastern Mediterranean.291 While there are more than two hundred tels 

in Israel, Megiddo, Hazor and Beer Sheba stand out, because they are representatives of tels 

that contain substantial remains of cities with biblical connections. These tels are also examples 

of underground water-collecting systems from the Iron Age in the Levant.292 The World Heritage 

Committee proclaimed the tels World Heritage based on four features. Firstly, the tels, extensive 

trade routes and alliances with other states represent an interchange of human values 

throughout the Ancient Near-East. This was represented in the building styles which fused 

Egyptian, Syrian and Aegean influences to create a unique local style.293 Secondly, the tels are a 

testimony to a disappeared civilization: the Bronze Age Cananean cities and the biblical cities of 

the Iron Age. These were special because of their expressions of creativity: fortifications, town 

planning, and water collection technologies.294 Thirdly, the main stages of urban development in 

the Levant are reflected in these tels. Lastly, the tels are mentioned in the Bible and bear 

religious and spiritual testimony.295    

Besides the tels, the incense route in the Negev-desert and the accompanying cities 

Haluza, Mamshit, Avdat and Shivta and the corresponding fortresses and agricultural 

landscapes were inscribed in the World Heritage List in 2005. These Nabatean towns are spread 

along the end of the Mediterranean end of the incense and spice route.296 Together, the towns 

reflect the profitable trade in frankincense and myrrh from south Arabia to the Mediterranean, 
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which flourished from the 3rd-century B.C. until the 2nd-century A.D.297 The Nabateans controlled 

an area that stretched from north to south as far as Syria and Arabia, and from the west to the 

east as far as the Sinai and al-Jawf,298 in what Saudi Arabia is nowadays. The centre of the 

Nabateans was what Jordan is nowadays, and they are best known today for their rock-cut city 

of Petra. The refined irrigation systems, urban constructions and forts show how the desert was 

seated for trade and agriculture.299 The Incense Route-Desert cities of the Negev were inscribed 

in the World Heritage List because it showed the importance of the trade route of incense, people 

and ideas to the Hellenistic-Roman world. Also, the incense route showed the reaction to a 

hostile desert environment where trade flourished. Avdat, one of the desert cities, was damaged 

in 2010. This city was damaged by vandals, who were angry about the demolition of their 

illegally built Bedouin houses. Arches and pillars were knocked over and stones were sprayed 

with red paint. The damage to restore this was estimated at about 2 million US dollars.300  

The sixth inscription in the World Heritage List on behalf of Israel originates from 2008. 

This concerns the holy places of the Bahá’i faith in Haifa and Western Galilee. The Bahá’i faith 

is based on teachings of Bahá’u’lláh, who was born in Tehran and died in Acre in 1892.301 

Followers believe that he was a prophet, sent by God. Bahá’u’lláh taught that all religions 

honour the same God, and that all people are equal. He also taught that God wishes one world 

society where everyone accepts and respects each other.302 The location of the site is twofold: it 

consists of a Shrine of Bahá’u’lláh in Acre and the Shrine of the Báb in Haifa. The shrines are 

part of a larger complex of buildings and monuments, situated at seven locations in Haifa and 

Western Galilee. These are associated with the founders of the Bahá’i faith. The places connected 

to the Bahá’i faith are inscribed in the World Heritage List for two reasons. The shrines are 

concrete and touchable places of great meaning for one of the world’s religions. Otherwise, the 

two shrines are being regarded as the most holy places of the Bahá’í faith and are visited each 

year by thousands of pilgrims. According to the World Heritage Committee, the sites are 

powerful communicators of the strong cultural tradition of Bahá’í pilgrimage.303 
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Masada was the first site which was inscribed in UNESCO’s World Heritage List and is 

nowadays criticized by some scholars. Masada is a rugged natural fortress in the Judaean Desert 

which looks out over the Dead Sea.304 It is a symbol of the ancient kingdom of Israel, its violent 

destruction and the last stand of Jewish patriots in the face of the Roman army, in 73 A.D.305 It 

was built as a palace complex by Herod the Great, King of Judaea, who reigned from 37 B.C. till 

4 B.C.306 The camps, fortifications and attack ramp that encircle the monument constitute the 

most complete Roman siege works surviving to the present day.307 Three features enabled 

Masada to get World Heritage status. First, Masada is a symbol of the ancient Jewish Kingdom 

of Israel, of its violent destruction in the 1st-century A.D. and of the subsequent Diaspora. 

Second, the Palace of Herod the Great is a good example of luxurious villas of the Early Roman 

Empire. Last, the events during the last days of the Jewish refugees, who occupied the fortress 

and palace of Masada, make it a symbol both of Jewish cultural identity and of the continuing 

human struggle between oppression and liberty.308  

Masada is, however, no longer only unanimous famous for its story of heroism and 

courage. The so-called Masada-myth has gained considerable supporters (Ben-Yehuda 1995; 

Sayej 2010; Ilan and Gadot 2010). Not only is the massive suicide questioned by scholars, they 

actually question the whole story of the Jews who rather died then surrendered to the Romans. 

Sayej does not believe the Masada story to be true. According to him, archaeological artefacts 

from Masada were presented as the outcome of a heroic moment in Jewish history.309 Ilan and 

Gadot also do not believe in the heroic Masada story: according to them, data have been 

manipulated to fit establishment archaeology.310 Another supporter of the Masada-myth is Ben-

Yehuda, who even denominated the story of Masada a “fabricated moralistic claim”.311 

 Ben-Yehuda sees no portrait of heroism in Josephus’ narrative about Masada. He 

concludes that the narrative conveys the story of a doomed and questionable revolt, of a majestic 

failure and destruction of the Second Temple and of Jerusalem, of large-scale massacres of the 
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Jews, and of different factions of Jews fighting and killing each other.312 He also conveys the 

story of collective suicide, an act which was not viewed favourably by the Jewish faith, by a 

group of terrorists and assassins whose ‘fighting spirit’ may have been questionable.313 Ben-

Yehuda states that the Zionist Movement was desperately looking for heroic Jewish tales. These 

were, according to Ben-Yehuda, used to counteract the European anti-Semitic image of the Jews 

as non-heroic. The story of Masada was used to create a new secular Jewish consciousness and 

identity, and had to establish a strong bonding of the Jews to Israel.314 Ben-Yehuda argues that 

in the 1940s, when the threat of a Nazi-invasion of Palestine was imminent, the Masada 

narrative was crystallized at its most powerful.315 He states that this was justified from a 

functional point of view as it helped many members of the Yishuv to face some truly formidable 

historical challenges: "The Masada mythical narrative has become a major and important 

ingredient in shaping the national and personal identity of the new secular and Zionist Jew-

proud, rooted in his/her land and willing, indeed able, to fight for this land to the end if 

necessary”.316 An Israeli identity was formed with the help of archaeology; the story of Masada 

also seems to be used in forming an Israeli identity.  

In the early days of Zionism, Masada provided the story of the Jews as a heroic folk. In 

his book ‘The seventh million’ Tom Segev discusses how after World War II the Jews who died 

were portrayed317: victims were blamed for having let the Nazis murder them without fighting 

for their lives or at least for the right to die with honour.318 According to Segev, this attitude in 

time haunted the State of Israel: the Jews had not defended themselves and just waited for their 

dead.319 In this light Segev explained why the Jews used Masada to support the claims that they 

were, in contrast to the post-1945 opinion, people of courage that would fight for their lives till 

dead. As seen earlier in this research, heritage was used to support a Jewish identity. 

Next to six inscriptions in the World Heritage List, Israel also has one inscription in the 

List of World Heritage in Danger. The List of World Heritage in Danger was designed to inform 

the international community of conditions which threaten the characteristics for which a 
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property was inscribed on the World Heritage List, and to encourage corrective action.320 

Inscribing a site on the List of World Heritage in Danger allows the World Heritage Committee 

to allocate immediate assistance from the World Heritage Fund to the endangered property.321 It 

requires the World Heritage Committee to develop and adopt, in consultation with the State 

Party concerned, a programme for corrective measures, and subsequently to monitor the 

situation of the site. All efforts are made to restore a site’s values in order to enable its removal 

from the List of World Heritage in Danger as soon as possible.322 

The site of Jerusalem was nominated in 1981 by Jordan, because Israel was not a Partner 

to the World Heritage Convention (1972) yet. At the time it was agreed that inscription should in 

no way be regarded as a means for registering political or sovereignty claims by any State. The 

situation of Jerusalem is an exceptional one because there is no general political agreement as to 

the status of the city.323 Its subsequent inscription on the List of World Heritage in Danger in 

1982 was a recognition by the Committee of the danger to the religious properties, threats of 

destruction following uncontrolled urban development and of the general deterioration of the 

state of conservation of the city’s monuments due to the disastrous impact of tourism and to lack 

of maintenance.324 Jerusalem has about 220 historic monuments, of which the Dome of the Rock 

is the most well-known. It is recognized by all three religions as the site of Abraham’s sacrifice. 

Other famous sites are the Wailing Wall, which delimits the quarters of the different religious 

communities and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre which houses Christ’s tomb.325 Today, The 

World Heritage Committee still helps Jerusalem in preserving its heritage. According to Mr. 

Matsuura, UNESCO Director-General in 2005, “More than any other place in the world, 

Jerusalem embodies the hope and dream of dialogue between cultures, civilizations and spiritual 

traditions, a dialogue through which mutual understanding between peoples may flourish. Deep 

at the heart of UNESCO’s mission lies the commitment to create the conditions for genuine 

dialogue based upon respect for shared values and the dignity of each civilization and culture”.326 

An Action Plan for the Safeguarding of the Old City was made.327  
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Israeli World Heritage goes further than sites inscribed in the World Heritage List and 

the List of World Heritage in Danger: future-World Heritage sites are inscribed in the Tentative 

List. This list also has to be examined while studying World Heritage in Israel, and this will be 

done next.  

 

 

3.2 3.2 3.2 3.2 Israeli World Heritage suggestionsIsraeli World Heritage suggestionsIsraeli World Heritage suggestionsIsraeli World Heritage suggestions: the Tentative List: the Tentative List: the Tentative List: the Tentative List    

    

A Tentative List is an inventory of heritage sites each State Party intends to consider for 

nomination in the years to come. States Parties are encouraged to submit in their Tentative Lists 

heritage sites which they consider to be cultural and/or natural heritage of outstanding universal 

value and therefore suitable for inscription in the World Heritage List.328 State Parties should 

submit Tentative Lists to the World Heritage Centre, preferably at least one year prior to the 

submission of any nomination. State Parties are encouraged to re-examine and re-submit their 

Tentative List at least every ten years.329 So far, Israel has nineteen heritage sites on UNESCO’s 

Tentative List.330 The full description of Israel’s tentative sites can be read in appendix I. In this 

paragraph, the sites are listed only. The sites are categorized according to their geographical 

position in Israel.331 The categories are the North- and South Area, where Jerusalem is the 

borderline, the Jerusalem Area and the Tel-Aviv Area. In the Tel-Aviv area are no Tentative List 

sites located. The Tentative List categorized according to their geographical position is:  

 
    
North AreaNorth AreaNorth AreaNorth Area    
    

• Galilee Journeys of Jesus and the Apostles 
• Arbel: Arbel, The Horns of Hittim and Nebe Shueb 
• Timna 
• White mosque in Ramle 
• Beth She'an 
• Caesarea 
• Degania and Nahalal 
• Early synagogues in the Galilee 
• Horvat Minnim 
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• Sea of Galilee and its Ancient Sites 
• Prehistoric sites of Ubadiyya, Sha'ar Halogan and Mount Carmel 
• The Crusader Fortresses 
• Beth She'arim 
• The Great Rift Valley-migratory routes-The Hula  
• Triple-arch Gate at Dan and Sources of the Jordan 
 

 
Jerusalem AreaJerusalem AreaJerusalem AreaJerusalem Area    
    

• Jerusalem- the Old City and Ramparts to include Mount Zion    
    

South AreaSouth AreaSouth AreaSouth Area    
        

• Maresha and Beth Guvrin 
• Makhtesim Country 
• Mount Karkom 

    
    
. 

Studying the sites of Israel’s Tentative List shows sites which are one by one unique. The 

sites are very diverse and show the great range of heritage in Israel. However, there is one site 

which seems controversial: the Triple-arch Gate at Dan. 

The Triple-arch Gate and Sources of the Jordan is located at the borders of the Golan 

Heights332, a place over which Israel and Syria argue since the Six-Day War. This could be the 

reason the site is postponed during the last World Heritage Committee Sessions. In order  to 

understand if and why this site is controversial and important heritage for Israel, a case-study 

will investigate the site and the decisions of the World Heritage Committee in a case-study. 

 
    
3333.3.3.3.3    The The The The TTTTripleripleripleriple----arch Gatearch Gatearch Gatearch Gate at at at at    DanDanDanDan    andandandand Sources of the Jordan Sources of the Jordan Sources of the Jordan Sources of the Jordan    
 
 
The site The Triple-arch Gate at Dan and Sources of the Jordan has been on Israel’s Tentative 

List since the year 2000. As the site is located in a disputed area and the decision of the World 

Heritage Committee to inscribe the site has been postponed four times, this site needs special 

attention in this study. 

  The Dan is the largest and most significant source of the Jordan. Its springs provide up to 

238 million cubic meters of water annually, which is half of the water flowing into the Jordan 

                                                 
332 http://maps.google.com/ (18-06-2011). 



 70 

River. The Tel Dan Reserve covers about 120 acre.333 Due to its location and unique 

environmental conditions it contains flora and fauna and indigenous biosystems.334 Evidence has 

shown that people already lived here in 5000 B.C.335 A small hill above the springs was chosen as 

the spot to make their homes. A city was first built here during the early Canaanite period. From 

the 18th-century B.C. onwards, huge ramparts surrounded the city, protecting it for centuries. 

The city is that of Lachish, where important remains were discovered in a Mycenaean grave from 

the late Canaanite period. A major finding was the uncovering of a complete mud-brick city gate 

dating from the Middle Bronze Age.336 The most remarkable elements of the gate are three intact 

arches, the earliest complete arches found in the world. Another important find from Tel Dan is a 

part of a stone table from the second half of the 9th-century B.C. An inscription of Hazael, King of 

Damascus, can be found here, in which he bragged about his victory over the King of Israel and 

King of the House of David. This is the first time that the name ‘House of David’ was discovered 

outside of the Bible.337 

 The city is mentioned in the Bible. In Joshua 19:48 it can be read that: "When the territory of 

the Danites was lost to them, they went up and attacked Leshem, took it, put it to the sword and 

occupied it. They settled in Leshem and named it Dan after their ancestor".338 Also in Judges 

18:28-29 the city is mentioned: "The Danites rebuilt the city and settled there. They named it 

Dan after their ancestor Dan, who was born to Israel-though the city used to be called Laish".339  

 According to the website of the Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs, natural advantages and its 

location on the main trade route from the Galilee to Damascus made Dan the most important 

city of the northern part of the Kingdom of Israel. Since 1966, large areas have been excavated. 

Today, it is one of the most attractive archeological sites in Israel. 340   

 The location of Dan, next to the border of the Golan Heights, makes the site disputed. The 

Golan Heights stayed in Syrian hands after 1948. In the Six-Day War of 1967, Israel took control 

over this area. Clashes over the area remained and in 1973, the United Nations set up a strip 
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that was controlled by the United Nations Disengagement Observer Force.341 In 1981 the Israeli 

parliament officially annexed the Golan Heights and many Israelis incorporated the area.342 In 

2004, both parties agreed to start peace negotiations. However, indirect talks between Israel and 

Syria restarted in 2008, through Turkish government intermediaries, but were interrupted due 

to the resignation of Israeli Prime Minister Olmert.343 The Israeli government under Prime 

Minister Netanyahu stated it was determined to take a tougher line over the Golan. In June 

2009, the Syrian leader said there was no partner for talks on the Israeli side. 344 

 At its 32rd session in 2008, the World Heritage Committee decided that the nomination was to 

be referred back to the State Party to present further information and legal and technical 

data.345 One year later, in Sevilla in 2009, the World Heritage Committee noted that the World 

Heritage Centre received the information presented by the State Party concerning legal and 

technical data and requested the World Heritage Centre to facilitate the provision of the 

information which would enable the formal inscription of the property by the Committee at its 

34th session.346 However, in 2010 the World Heritage Committee decided that, while information 

concerning legal and technical data was provided, to postpone consideration of this nomination 

until additional information is received.347  

In June 2011, the World Heritage Committee stated that it took note of the information, but 

that it postponed consideration of this nomination until the question of boundaries is settled.348 

At the request of the World Heritage Committee, the Secretariat contacted the United Nations 

Department of Political Affairs and the latter confirmed on the 6th of May 2011 its inability to 

treat the boundaries question.349 The United Nations Secretariat reiterated that: 

 

 ”It is well-establish policy and practice of the United Nation Secretariat not to 

pronounce on the status of territories or the delineation of boundaries unless 

mandated to do so by a United Nations organ, or otherwise requested by the parties. 

The Cartographic Section of the United Nations Secretariat is only in a position to 
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344 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/country_profiles/3393813.stm (18-06-2011). 

345 http://whc.unesco.org/archive/2008/whc08-32com-24reve.pdf (14-07-2011). 

346 http://whc.unesco.org/en/decisions/1977/ (14-07-2011). 

347 http://whc.unesco.org/archive/2010/whc10-34com-20e.pdf (7-7-2011). 

348 http://whc.unesco.org/archive/2011/whc11-35com-20e.pdf (16-07-2011). 

349 http://whc.unesco.org/archive/2011/whc11-35com-20e.pdf (16-07-2011). 
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proceed on verification of the boundary line if mandated by a United Nations organ 

or if the request of both parties concerned (in this case Israel and the Syrian Arab 

Republic) is sent to the Secretary-General.”350 

 

 UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee was not in a position to confirm that the Triple-arch 

Gate at Dan is located within or outside the territory of Israel. Two options were proposed: 

postpone the consideration of the nomination or inscribe the Triple-arch Gate at Dan in the 

World Heritage List. Inscription would be based on the criterion that the Triple-arch Gate bears 

witness to the early diffusion of the architectonic principle of the true radial arch, in the Middle 

East during the Middle and Late Bronze Ages, particularly in its most complete version, 

including bricks, for wide spans. In the end, the decision was postponed again. 351 

 In June 2011 the 35th session of the World Heritage Committee took place. However, the 

site the Triple-arch Gate at Dan and the Sources of the Jordan is not yet inscribed as World 

Heritage. The issue regarding the boundaries needs to be clarified and until a solution is found, 

it will not be possible to inscribe the site.352 

 The Triple-arch Gate ate Dan can be labeled as a controversial site: its location and 

authority are disputed. The case of the Triple-arch Gate shows that while Israel wants to see the 

site inscribed in the World Heritage List, in the end the World Heritage Committee decides that 

the legal aspects were not clear and that the nomination is postponed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                 
350 http://whc.unesco.org/archive/2011/whc11-35com-8B-Adde.pdf (16-07-2011). 

351 http://whc.unesco.org/archive/2011/whc11-35com-20e.pdf (16-07-2011). 

352 Petya Totcharova, UNESCO Chief Europe & North America Unit in an email (7-7-2011). 

 



 73 

4. The National4. The National4. The National4. The National Heritage Project Heritage Project Heritage Project Heritage Project    

    

In 2010, the National Heritage Plan was introduced. Today, 151 sites and two trails make up the 

National Heritage List in Israel. In this chapter, the National Heritage Plan will be studied. The 

intentions of the list and two new trails will be made clear. After viewing the plan, the National 

Heritage List will be examined. Since Israel has no limits to inscribe sites in the National 

Heritage List, the current importance of heritage can become clear studying this list. Some 

examples of inscribed sites will give an impression of Israeli National Heritage. A special 

paragraph will examine why new trails were created. The Path of Abraham exists for many years 

already and connects important biblical places. The historical trail and the Israeli experience 

trail will be studied in order to understand what the differences are in comparison to the Path of 

Abraham. The chapter will end with an investigation of the inscriptions and decisions regarding 

the National Heritage Plan. Studying all aspects of National Heritage, the importance of this 

kind of heritage can become clear. Also, disputed sites will be revealed. Sites will, as seen before, 

be called controversial when the location, interpretation and authority are disputed. What was 

examined earlier concerning archaeology and World Heritage will as a last part of this thesis be 

studied regarding Israeli National Heritage: its importance and controversy. 

 

 

4.1 4.1 4.1 4.1 Israel’s National Heritage ProjectIsrael’s National Heritage ProjectIsrael’s National Heritage ProjectIsrael’s National Heritage Project        

    

At the weekly cabinet meeting on the 21st of February 2010, Prime Minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu introduced a plan concerning National Heritage, the National Heritage Plan. The 

plan proposes a comprehensive renovation effort on more than 150 historic sites and the creation 

of two new cross-country hiking trails.353 The sites chosen for renovation were combined and 

make up the National Heritage List. Prime Minister Netanyahu stated that the plan should be 

approved because the story of the Israelis and Zionist heroism should be told. The links of the 

Israeli people to their land had to be deepened and the history of Israel had to be instilled in the 

children, so they could tell it to their children.354  

                                                 
353 http://www.jpost.com/Israel/Article.aspx?id=169312 (17-05-2011).  
354 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/PMSpeaks/speechherzliya030210.htm (17-12-2010). 
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 To do so, the National Heritage Plan, which would reinforce the National Heritage 

infrastructures of Israel, had to be approved. Part of this were two new trails. The first trail is 

the historical trail. This would consist of archaeological sites from the history of Israel355. The 

second trail is the trail of the Israeli experience, which would include the sites connected with 

the history of the Jewish Yishuv and the population which lived in the land before 1948. This 

should serve, in the words of Netanyahu, as a “living Land of Israel museum”.356 The Heritage 

Plan that Netanyahu announced would costs an estimated 400 million NIS (approximately 110 

million USD).  

 Except from creating these trails, archaeological and heritage sites related to the Zionist 

Movement would be rehabilitated. The Heritage Plan further includes the restoration and 

preservation of museums, collections, art and archives. Through plays, poems and stories, 

literature which is dealing with the nation’s past would be articulated. The National Heritage 

Plan further called for the digitalization of non-material heritage. Archives and museums have 

to be built and enriched. Private albums, photographs and films, Hebrew song archives and old 

films which relate to the history of the early Zionist communities, have to be saved and made 

accessible. These include the Steven Spielberg Jewish film archives, the Educational Television 

archive and material from the Central Zionist Archives.357 The programme called for the training 

of guides as well and for the creation of a preservation task force. Setting up a national database 

of historical buildings further will be part of the National Heritage Plan. 

 Some of the sites Netanyahu mentioned when he introduced the National Heritage Plan, 

immediate caused unrest: as shown in chapter two, the announcement that the Cave of the 

Patriarchs and the Tomb of Rachel were to be included in the Heritage Plan led to commotion 

not only in the Disputed Areas, but in other countries that disapproved the claims made by 

Israel on shared heritage sites too. 

 One of the focuses of the Plan, to attract more visitors to sites that are regarded 

important in the history of Israel, was mainly directed at younger people. In a speech at the 

Herzliya Conference, on the 3rd of March 2010, Prime Minister Netanyahu focused particularly 

on these younger people, who had to get familiar with their past. Cabinet Secretary Hauser 

wrote that the National Heritage Plan was meant primarily to address the youth, but that it 

                                                 
355http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/Spokesman/2010/02/spokestart210210.htm  (9-12-2010).  

356 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/PMSpeaks/speechherzliya030210.htm (17-12-2010). 

357 http://www.haaretz.com/print-edition/features/israel-forges-a-new-trail-through-history-1.263427 (17-12-2010). 
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would also serve new immigrants who often were not educated about the nation’s heritage.358 

This would strengthen the link to the past. Prime Minister Netanyahu said that when people do 

not remember their past, their present is uncertain and their future is unclear. If the young 

generation will not be committed to Israel and its people, and if they do not love the pioneering 

spirit and travel the country359, the future of Israel will be very unclear:  

 

“The State of Israel and its heritage have to be enriched, so that Israeli families can 

follow the historical trail and the Israeli experience trail, and become familiar with 

and strengthen their ties with Israel”.360 “….Our existence depends not only on a 

weapons system, our military strength, the strength of our economy, our innovation, 

our exports, or on all these forces that are indeed essential.  It depends, first and 

foremost, on the knowledge and national sentiment we as parents bestow on our 

children, and as a state to its education system.  It depends on our culture; it depends 

on our cultural heroes; it depends on our ability to explain the justness of our path 

and demonstrate our affinity for our land – first to ourselves and then to others”.361 

 

This speech underlines that the goal of the National Heritage Plan was to strengthen the ties 

between the people of Israel and their land. However, the plan also had to underpin to the 

explanation of the justness of the path Israel has chosen. This seems an attempt to legitimize the 

claims on the land of the State of Israel, and to support the Israeli identity through a ‘shared 

past’. Another speech of Prime Minister Netanyahu, at the Jewish Agency on the 22nd of 

February 2010362, shows that the National Heritage Plan’s goal is to emphasize the ties the 

Jewish people have, from antiquity till today, to their land, the State of Israel: 

 

“….we started a programme for roughly 150 projects which are both from antiquity, 

archaeological projects from Biblical and post-Biblical periods but also the restoration 

of sites of modern Zionism, and in so doing also correct the distortions of history.  

We’re just presenting the facts.  We need not colour the facts, we need not prove the 

facts – we just have to explain the facts – the actual facts of the growth of Zionism, 

the return of the Jews, the origins of the attacks against us, the defense, the value of 

                                                 
358 http://www.jpost.com/Israel/Article.aspx?id=169312 (17-05-2011). 
359 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/PMSpeaks/speechherzliya030210.htm (14-062010). 

360 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/PMSpeaks/speechherzliya030210.htm (17-12-2010). 

361 Ibidem. 

362 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Archive/Speeches/2010/02/speechsochnut220210.htm (17-05-2011). 
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defense that people gave up – pulp history warts and all…. I don’t think that any 

people, any other people, can be as proud of our ancient and modern history as the 

Jewish people.  And this pride is part of our identity-it is part of the thing that 

connects us to this land and to each other.  It deepens our roots in our country and it 

also connects, I believe, Jews around the world to the Jewish state and to the Jewish 

land.  We’re going to …. learn about our heritage and to make that heritage part of 

the foundation of our future.  And I think this is what our real challenge is-to be 

firmly grounded in our history and yet be open to the world-to the changes that take 

place and to our remarkable success in finding a unique capacity to continue 

projecting the Jewish genius in the modern world as we are cognizant and as we 

cherish the Jewish genius from antiquity to today.  I think this is not merely an 

exercise in education….it’s an exercise in survival because I think this is a key part 

of the history and the mystery of the Jews.  It’s because we wanted to come back.  It’s 

because we broke the laws of history.  It’s because we said while we were strewn to 

the four corners of the world absolutely powerless, absolutely defenseless-we said-We 

will come back”.363                   

  

The National Heritage Plan aims to make the Israeli people more familiar with their past. 

However, from the words of Prime Minister Netanyahu it seems that through the Plan, once and 

for all it has to become clear that the Israeli people have the right to live in this area because the 

past proves their ties to this ground. During a Ministerial Committee on the National Heritage 

Plan on the 21st of December 2010364, Prime Minister Netanyahu underlined specifically the link 

between the Israeli people and their land that has to be strengthened through the National 

Heritage Plan: 

 

"The heritage project is one that we owe ourselves, our children and future 

generations.  We are not here by chance.  The story of the Jewish People in the Land 

of Israel, the story of Zionism, the story of our cultural and historical heritage, and 

our unique link to this Land, find expression in sites that were clear to me, and I am 

sure to my older friends as well, when we were children.  To my regret, these same 

sites have become run-down and therefore, we have decided to renovate them and 

                                                 
363 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Archive/Speeches/2010/02/speechsochnut220210.htm (17-05-2011). 

364 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/Spokesman/2010/12/ (19-06-2011). 
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thus restore them to the center of our cultural awareness”.365 

 

The three speeches mentioned above reveal that Prime Minister Netanyahu is emphasizing the 

Israeli people who have returned to ‘their’ land and is excluding others. So far, Netanyahu only 

used words to do so, in speeches and in the announcement to include the Tomb of Rachel and the 

Cave of the Patriarchs in the National Heritage Plan. However, are this only words or will 

certain heritage sites in the future be made exclusively accessible for Jews?     

 To fully understand the intentions of the National Heritage List and how the link 

between the Israelis and their land has to be strengthened, the National Heritage List will be 

discussed in more detail. This might clarify which sites are nominated to strengthen the ties 

between people and their land, which sites are chosen to be on the list and which sites are not. 

Doing so, the importance and controversial character of National Heritage might become clear. 

    

4.2 4.2 4.2 4.2 The National Heritage List of IsrThe National Heritage List of IsrThe National Heritage List of IsrThe National Heritage List of Israelaelaelael        

    

The National Heritage Plan has been published on the Prime Minister’s Office website.366 So far, 

the official plan is only available in Hebrew. The only way to get access to the list for me was to 

use the website of Keren Hayesod-UIA, United Israel Appeal367, where the list was published in 

English. Keren Hayesod-UIA, according to its website, works to further the national priorities of 

the State of Israel and Israeli society.368 This translation of the list will be used in this research, 

however, some mistakes will have to be corrected: some sites occur double on the list and others 

have been mistakenly subdivided into two sites. However, by comparing the list with sites 

mentioned in the speeches of Prime Minister Netanyahu, with help from Judy Schagen, who 

understands Hebrew, and by using websites to translate Hebrew words to English, it was 

possible to reconstruct most of the list. 

          The official National Heritage List has been divided into four sections. The first thirty-

seven sites are projects in the field of archaeology, the following sixty-two sites have to do with 

establishment heritage, followed by thirty-nine projects regarding museums, collections, archives 

                                                 
365 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/Spokesman/2010/12/ (19-06-2011). 

366 http://www.pmo.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/419CBBC2-7AC5-41B3-9714-D4E5D1E14222/0/tamar.pdf (14-06-2011).  

367 http://www.kh-uia.org.il/EN/AboutUs/Pages/about-kh.aspx (14-06-2011). 

368 http://www.kh-uia.org.il/EN/AboutUs/our-mission/Pages/OurMission.aspx (14-06-2011). 
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and monuments, and the last thirteen sites have to do with intangible heritage.369 The 

categorization made by Keren Hayesod-UIA is based on four regions and a category on 

preservation projects. The regions are the North Area, the South Area, the Jerusalem Area and 

the Tel-Aviv Area.370 Here, these classifications will be used. Since the character of the National 

Heritage sites varies widely, using these categories is an objective way to investigate the list.  

 The three lists, the original one, the one created on the Keren Hayesod-UIA website and the 

one in this thesis, differ in the number of heritage sites. The original list counts 151 sites. The 

Keren Hayesod-UIA list counts 146 sites. The explanation for the number of sites on the Keren 

Hayesod-UIA list is simple: sites were on the list twice or mistakenly split up into two. The list 

in this thesis counts 143 sites, so 8 sites of the original list are missing. However, a way to 

explain this could be that the list of sites is neither closed nor final, as Prime Minister 

Netanyahu has mentioned, so sites could be included at a later time. This might explain why the 

lists differ. While the lists may not match totally, it is still possible to investigate the National 

Heritage List and its intentions.  

 The list I reconstructed and which consists here of 143 sites, is divided into 5 categories as 

follows: 

North AreaNorth AreaNorth AreaNorth Area    

• Tel Megiddo, biblical city from Canaanite and Israelite periods 
• Tel Hazor, fortified city from Canaanite period 
• Beit She’arim 
• Beit Shean, ancient city with remains from biblical, Roman and Hellenistic periods 
• Navoria Synagogue from the period of the Mishna and the Talmud 
• Wadi Hamam, Mt. Nitai, Mt. Arbel, two synagogues and a settlement371 on a cliff 
• Zippori, capital of  the Galilee in the period of the Mishna and the Talmud 
• Baram, two synagogues 
• Sde Amudim, ancient synagogue 
• Tel Dan, Canaanite and later Israelite settlement 
• Atlit immigrant detention camp 
• Emek express train from Haifa to Tzemach 
• Tzemach train station from late Turkish to British periods 
• Original Moshav372 Mishmar Hayarden from between 1880-1902 

                                                 
369 http://www.pmo.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/419CBBC2-7AC5-41B3-9714-D4E5D1E14222/0/tamar.pdf (14-06-2011). 
370 http://www.kh-uia.org.il/EN/Support-Israel/tamar/Pages/National-Heritage-Sites.aspx (14-06-2011). 

371 The term ‘settlement’ in this list refers to establishing-sites and not the political-disputed settlements which can be found near 

borders  in Israel today. 

372 Encyclopaedia Britanica translates moshav as a ‘settlement’ in Israel, a type of cooperative agricultural settlement. The moshav, 

which is generally based on the principle of private ownership of land, avoidance of hired labour, and communal marketing, 
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• Safed, one of the four Holy Cities, site of battles in War of Independence   
• Metzudat Koach Memorial commemorates 28 soldiers who died during the conquest  of a fortress 

during the War of Independence 
• Bosel House, housed the English Mission hospital 
• The Kinneret Farm, the first settlement to be established by the Zionist Movement 
• Kibbutz Gesher in the Beit Shean Valley, tower and stockade settlement   
• The Kinneret Cemetery 
• Kibbutz Kfar Giladi on the northern border established during World War I 
• Ramat David, first military Headquarters of the Air Force 
• Tiberias, one of the four Holy Cities 
• Biriya, a symbol of the establishment in Israel during the British Mandate period   
• Alumot House, where the first residents of Kibbutz Alumot lived in the 1920’s 
• Early settlers’ homes in Nahariya 
• Menahamia 
• The granary in Tel Adashim, memorial to Rafael Eitan 
• Aharonson Farm, were agricultural experiments took place and main base for underground 

activities 
• Rosh Pina, one of the first moshavot in the First Aliyah period 
• Preservation of exhibits and documents in the Beit Gordon Museum, renovation of the building 
• Upgrading, renewal of activity, and preservation of collections and documentation at Kiryat 

Shemona Museum 
• Renovation of building, preservation of collections and documentation at Beit Trumpeldor 
• Renovations and preservation of original collections in Beit Shturman Museum 
• Renovation of Batya Lishinsky’s art studio in Kfar Giladi 
• Exhibition of artwork of pioneer artists at the Ein Harod Artist’s Colony and reconstruction of 

museum 

Jerusalem AreaJerusalem AreaJerusalem AreaJerusalem Area 

• Second Temple burial sites at Jerusalem  
• Betar, final stand of Bar Kochba 
• Walls of Jerusalem National Park A 
• Walls of Jerusalem National Park B  
• The City of David 
• Teomim Cave, hiding place of Jewish soldiers at the end of the Bar Kochba Revolt 
• Kfar Etzion, a settlement that fell to the Jordanians during the War of Independence 
• The 1892 train station in Jerusalem, served the first train to run in Israel  
• The khan in Sha’ar Hagai, battle site in the War of Independence  
• Neve Ilan, kibbutz army post during the War of Independence  
• Preservation of documentation from private albums from the end of the 19th and 20th-century 
• Establishment of permanent exhibit and creation of a film using hundreds of existing photographs, 

films, and audio-visual materials at the Shai Agnon House  
• Restoration of the synagogue murals in the Ades Synagogue in Jerusalem, which connect religious 

tradition to Hebrew art.   
• Renovation of the roof of the original Bezalel Art Academy building and the room of Boris Schatz 

as a permanent exhibition of the school's earliest works of art and a library/study room and 
archives for Hebrew art  

• Digitization of historic Hebrew literature documents at the National Library 

                                                                                                                                                                      
represents an intermediate stage between privately owned settlements and the complete communal living of the kibbutz. 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/393622/moshav (14-06-2011). 
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Tel Aviv AreaTel Aviv AreaTel Aviv AreaTel Aviv Area 

• Horvat Hermeshit, rural settlement in Judea  
• Tel Gezer, biblical city and Jewish settlement 
• Ancient Modiin, graves of the Maccabees  
• Horvat Midras, large Jewish settlement  with caves, subterranean cisterns and extensive building 

remains 
• Tel Azaka, site where David’s battle with Goliath is believed to have taken place 
• Horvat Qeiyafa, Biblical city surrounded by a wall with monumental gates 
• Umm el-‘Umdan, Jewish settlement with synagogue  
• Caesarea, remains from Roman and other periods 
• Independence Hall in Tel Aviv  
• Ein Shemer Nation Museum of Agricultural Machinery  
• Rosh Ha’ayin, transit camps and a British camp  
• Ben Shemen Youth Village, which combined agriculture with arts and crafts  
• Montefiore neighbourhood in Tel Aviv, one of the earliest neighbourhoods in the city  
• The Jewish cemetery in Jaffa, burial site of early settlers in the 19th-century  
• Zichron Yaakov, First Aliyah373 settlement  
• PIKA School in Petach Tikva, one of the first Hebrew-speaking schools in the moshavot  
• The khan in Kfar Uriah 
• Kotler House in Hadera, a workers’ settlement  
• Kfar Uriel, the only village for the blind in Israel  
• Synagogue and educational centre in Neve Tzedek, Tel Aviv, the first Jewish neighbourhood 

outside the walls of Jaffa  
• The Hulda Farm, established in 1908 to train new immigrants for agricultural life  
• Mikveh Yisrael, the first agricultural school in Israel 
• Hiding place for radio transmission equipment in Tel Aviv from where the announcement of the 

establishment of the State was broadcast  
• Kibbutz Givat Brenner, established in 1928  
• Agricultural School in Meir Shfeya 
• Bat Shlomo, first Aliyah settlement  
• Netiv Haatzmaut, touring route from Jaffa to Jerusalem  
• Collecting and preserving local photography collections from the start of photography in Israel 
• Preservation of  photographs in the Eretz Yisrael Museum  
• Preservation of  hundreds of thousands of photographs and 7,000 musical recordings   
• Establishment of Judaica exhibit that includes rare objects that were created in Israel and convey 

Zionist messages at the Eretz Yisrael Museum 

 South Area South Area South Area South Area  

• Qumran settlement, home of the of the Essene sect 
• Masada 
• Tel Lachish, biblical city  
• Ein Gedi, ancient Jewish agricultural settlement and synagogue 
• Bet Guvrin-Maresha National Park 
• Tel Arad, Israelite fortress 
• Tel Beer Sheva, biblical city dating back to the time of Patriarchs 
• Kibbutz Sde Boker, Ben Gurion’s home and gravesite 
• Hadera, first settlement of the Bilu movement 

                                                 
373 First period of the Zionist Movement, started in about 1880. 
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• Kibbutz Beeri, founded in 1946 as part of a operation to settle 11 points in the Negev 
• Kibbutz Yad Mordechai, site of a battle during the War of Independence 
• Kibbutz Be’erot Yitzhak, border settlement in the Negev during the War of Independence 
• Ashkelon, first houses in the Migdal neighbourhood  
• Sodom, workers’ camp of the Palestine Potash Company during the British Mandate period 
• Kibbutz Revivim in the Negev, one of the three lookout points established in 1943 
• Ruhama Farm, the first settlement in the northern Negev 
• The stone quarries in Rosh Ha’Ayin, that were operated  by Hebrew labor, during the British 

Mandate period   
• Moshav Heletz, site of first s to drill for oil in Israel 
• Gan Shlomo, workers’ settlement that had the first etrog (yellow citron) orchard 
• Kibbutz Negba, border settlement in the Negev during the War of Independence 
• Ayanot women’s training farm   
• Nitzanim border settlement in the Negev during the War of Independence 
• Establishing a permanent exhibit of documents as well as temporary exhibits at the Israel State 

Archives in Arad 
• Maaleh Akravim, the road built in 1928 to connect Beer Sheva with Eilat 
• Establishing a permanent exhibit of molder Eliyahu Kertzmer’s  collection of Zionist artefacts at 

Kibbutz Tse'elim 

General Preservations ProjectsGeneral Preservations ProjectsGeneral Preservations ProjectsGeneral Preservations Projects 

• National data base for Heritage Sites  
• The Israeli Centre for Documentation, a super archives that documents early Zionist, archeology, 

Hebrew art, etc.  
• Preservation workshop for photographs for professionals (the Israeli Association for Preserving 

Cultural Assets)  
• Training programme for archives in the periphery (the Israeli Association for Preserving Cultural 

Assets)  
• Preservation of documents in the Tax Museum  
• Preservation of  the television archives (Israel Broadcasting Authority-National Library)  
• Preservation of  audio-visual collections in the HaShomer Hatzair archives  
• Preservation of 6,000 videotapes and 450 films in the Steven Spielberg Jewish Film Archive  
• Preservation of thousands of hours of broadcasting on Educational TV and tens of thousands of 

photographs in the archives  
• Preservation of 600,000 photographs from the Davar newspaper, as well as 80,000 photographs, 

and the 3,500 posters from the Lavon Institute (the Pinchas Lavon Institute for Research of the 
Labor Movement).  

• Preservation of 45,000 photographs and 1,500 hours of video films at the Jabotinsky Institute  
• Preservation of photography collections at the Central Zionist Archives  
• National heritage museum, establishment of 5 permanent exhibitions over a 5-year period in 

which museums throughout the country will participate  
• Preservation of collections in museums that are not recognized by the Culture Authority  
• Preservation and reconstruction of armored vehicles used in the War of Independence in the IDF 

Museum  
• Perpetuating the memory of Israel’s presidents and prime ministers  through the collection, 

preservation, documentation, and cataloguing of relevant collections and their exhibition in 
locations throughout Israel  

• Preserving artwork created by clandestine immigrants at detention camps in Cyprus  
• Creating permanent exhibits at the Museum of Science in Jerusalem on the following topics: 

environment-energy, water and agriculture, health, communications and computers  
• Publishing a catalogue of artwork monuments throughout Israel.  
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• Preservation of Abraham Ofek’s murals, which depict the Zionist ethos, which are found in 
educational and community institutions.  Students and staff will be partners in the preservation 
process and in learning to guide visitors.  

• Preservation of murals, furniture, ritual objects, etc. in historic synagogues in Jerusalem, Safed 
and Tel Aviv & opening the synagogues to tourism  

• Preservation of 200 historic artistic monuments and their "adoption" by public institutions  
• Creation of Internet platform that creates forum for artists dealing with heritage materials  
• Production of roaming exhibit for schools on Hebrew artwork in Israel and abroad & installation of 

sound stations in Beit Schatz to enable broadcasting of films with sound on the adjacent 
pedestrian mall  

• Digitization of Israel’s cultural, linguistic, diplomatic, historic, and art works with emphasis on the 
Zionist heritage; making it available to the public via the Internet;  creation of a visitors' centre for 
visual, audiovisual, and musical resources  

• Digitization of historic Israeli films and creation of data base  
• Standardization of the documentation process and the creation of a database in the field of music, 

dance, and theatre in Israel  
• Enhancing and professionalizing the storage of archival materials in the areas of Hebrew 

literature and stage arts in archives throughout Israel  
• Sorting, cataloguing, and digitizing archival materials in the areas of Hebrew literature, the stage 

arts and film  
• Recreation of top music, dance and theatre productions that deal with Zionist themes by leading 

companies  
• Publication of a series of books to expose the public to classical Hebrew and Zionist literature  
• Production of short presentations on 12 heritage sites in the north dealing with life at those sites 

and bringing alive historical figures 
• Providing incubator conditions for 15 young authors every year to encourage original writing  at a 

guest house for writers  
• A series of events saluting Israel Prize laureates in literature, theatre, music and dance which will 

be produced by professional theatre groups and performed throughout Israel and made available 
on the Internet.  

• Month-long cultural and artistic events at heritage sites performed by professional theatre groups 
at the time of National Book Week  

• Literary tours at heritage site for high school studies that incorporates the history of Israel 

 

The list in this research misses eight properties that were inscribed in the Israeli Heritage Plan. 

Some literature374 stated that sites in the Golan Heights were also inscribed in the List. With the 

help of translation-websites375 it became clear that there is indeed one site inscribed which is 

located in the Golan Heights: Gamla, which consists of a nature reserve and a synagogue. 376 The 

site is missing in the Keren Hayesod-UIA list. Like Tel Dan, this site is located in a disputed 

area: the Golan Heights.  

                                                 
374 http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/141275 (19-06-2011). 
375 http://translation.babylon.com/hebrew/to-english/  (19-06-2011). 

      http://www.stars21.com/translator/english_to_hebrew.html (19-06-2011). 

376 National Heritage Plan p. 16, 1st category, number 29. 
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To get a better impression of the sites on the National Heritage List, some of these sites will be 

highlighted. These sites represent the diversity of the list and are chosen randomly from all four 

regions of the list. 

 The City of David is the birthplace of the city of Jerusalem. This is the place where, 

according to the Bible, King David established his kingdom in 1004 B.C., and where the people of 

Israel where united under King David.377 This is also the place where the Holy Ark might have 

been built and where the First Temple is believed to have been built by King Solomon. Today the 

City of David is an archeological park. It tells the story of the establishment of Jerusalem, the 

wars, the kings, and the history of the Jews during Biblical times. Ancient stones and thousands 

of shards present the remains of the city.378 

 Neot Kedumim is a Biblical Landscape Reserve in Israel, located between Jerusalem and 

Tel Aviv. Its website describes it as a “unique endeavor to re-create the physical setting of the 

Bible in all its depth and detail…. and embodies the panorama and power of the landscapes that 

helped shape the values of the Bible and provided a rich vocabulary for expressing them”.379 The 

aim of the site is to bring the Bible alive. The landscapes have all been given names from the 

Bible, like the ‘forest of milk and honey’. Plants and animals from the Bible, cisterns and ritual 

baths, ancient as well as reconstructed, make the setting like it was in biblical times.380 

  Ein Gedi is a combination of a natural setting with a great panorama, history, archaeology 

and spas. It is situated on the shore of the Dead Sea. Here, the historical and archeological 

remains of its first inhabitants can be traced.381 The place is said to also have served as a 

landmark in the history of the Jewish people throughout history. It is believed that David took 

refuge here when he was pursued by King Saul.382  

 Horvat Qeiyafa is nowadays identified with the biblical Sha’arayim, which is associated 

with the reign of King David.383 It was a key strategic location in Judah in biblical times. Today 

the stones of the fortification are still standing: the city wall used to be some 400 meters.384 

                                                 
377 http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Eng/Articles/Attractions/CityOfDavid.htm (11-01-2011). 
378 http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Eng/Articles/Attractions/CityOfDavid.htm (11-01-2011). 
379 http://www.n-k.org.il/public/english/what/what.htm (18-01-2011). 
380 http://www.n-k.org.il/public/english/what/what.htm (18-01-2011). 

381 http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Euk/Tourist+Information/Discover+Israel/Cities/Ein+Gedi.htm (19-01-2011). 

382 http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Euk/Tourist+Information/Discover+Israel/Cities/Ein+Gedi.htm (19-01-2011). 

383 Y. Garfinkel, S. Ganor, ‘Khirbet Qeiyafa: Sha’arayim’, The Journal of Hebrew Scriptures, vol. 8, no. 22 (2008) 3. 
384 Y. Garfinkel, S. Ganor, ‘Khirbet Qeiyafa: Sha’arayim’, The Journal of Hebrew Scriptures, vol. 8, no. 22 (2008) 3. 
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Excavations revealed huge Iron Age structures. Unique about Horvat Qeiyafa are the two gates 

the city used to have.385 

  The Kinneret Courtyard was established in 1908.386 The first pioneers came to this place 

and the idea of the kibbutz was formed.387 An Agricultural Training Courtyard served as an 

agricultural and social laboratory. Leaders of the Zionist Movement from this period used to live 

here.388 The remains of the site were recently renovated and restored. According to the Israeli 

tourism website, visitors can view here “the heroes of the time and the great ideas the pioneers 

had on route to the founding of Israel” here.389  

 The Atlit Detention Camp tells the story of the struggle of Jews fleeing Europe from the 

Nazi’s persecutions and were trying to reach Palestine. The camp is nowadays a national 

monument. The restored British detention camp dates from the time of the British Mandate .It 

was originally built as a British military camp in 1938 and functioned as a provisional facility for 

illegal Jewish immigrants between 1939 and 1948. When the State of Israel was established, the 

camp became an absorption centre for all the Jews that came to Israel from all over the world.  

The camp continued to operate as a detention site until the end of the British mandate period in 

1948. It was neglected over the years and violated because of highway construction. In 1987 it 

was declared a national monument.390  

 The Independence Hall in Tel Aviv was the residence of the city’s first mayor, Dizengoff. 

After the death of his wife in 1930, Dizengoff decided to turn their home into an art museum and 

called it the Tel Aviv Museum. After the death of mayor Dizengoff, the building became a 

cultural centre.391 In 1948, the building became famous when Prime Minister Ben-Gurion 

declared the establishment of the State of Israel there. In 1972, the Bible House Museum was 

established here, and the Independence Hall Museum six years later. The ground floor contains 

a reproduction of the room where the independence was declared. In the Bible House Museum is 

                                                 
385 Y. Garfinkel, S. Ganor, ‘Khirbet Qeiyafa: Sha’arayim’, The Journal of Hebrew Scriptures, vol. 8, no. 22 (2008) 3. 

386 http://www.shimur.org/english/article.php?id=32 (19-01-2011).  

387 http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Eng/Articles/Attractions/Preservation+and+Reconstruction+of+Sites +in+Israel.htm (19-01-

2011). 

388 http://www.shimur.org/english/article.php?id=32 (19-01-2011). 

389 http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Eng/Articles/Attractions/Preservation+and+Reconstruction+of+Sites +in+Israel.htm (19-01-

2011). 

390 http://www.shimur.org/english/article.php?id=27 (17-12-2010). 

391 http://www.haaretz.com/weekend/week-s-end/as-our-heritage-decays-1.334471 (19-01-2011). 
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tried to show the "the continuation of its thousand years of independence in this land - from 

ancient times until our day"392 through art.   

   

 The choices and decisions regarding the sites of the list will be examined in the end of this 

chapter. First, the last part of the National Heritage Plan will be viewed: the two new trails. 

 

 

4.3 Why new trails? The path of Abraham 4.3 Why new trails? The path of Abraham 4.3 Why new trails? The path of Abraham 4.3 Why new trails? The path of Abraham  

    

The National Heritage Plan comprises two new trials across Israel. It can be asked why these 

new trails have to be constructed. There already exists a historic/religious trial in Israel: the 

Path of Abraham.  

The Path of Abraham, also known as the Masar is a route of walking and cultural tourism 

which follows the footsteps of Abraham through the Middle East. The Path of Abraham was 

initiated by Harvard University’s Global Negotiation Project in 2007.393 The Abraham Path 

Initiative is endorsed and assisted by the United Nations Alliance of Civilizations, UN World 

Tourism Organization, and the World Heritage Alliance.394 The goal of the path was to recreate 

the journey of Abraham, father of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, leaving his homeland of Ur, 

traveling to Canaan and to his final resting place in Hebron. The path makes no attempt to 

follow Abraham’s original route, even if such a path could be discovered; rather it links sites that 

bear legends and folk tales about the man.395 The other aim was to provide a place of meeting 

and connection for people of all faiths and cultures to remember their common origins, in order to 

respect the cultural differences.396 In Israel, a 60 km route goes from Beer Sheba to Arad. The 

route includes Abrahamic sites such as Tel Sheva, Tel Arad, the Bedouin village of Rahat, the 

Falahin village of Drijat, and Abraham’s Well in Beer Sheva.397 The Path of Abraham not only 

                                                 
392 http://www.haaretz.com/weekend/week-s-end/as-our-heritage-decays-1.334471 (19-01-2011). 

393 http://jesustrail.com/hike-the-jesus-trail/middle-east-hiking-trails/abrahams-path (17-05-2011). 

394 http://www.abrahampath.org/organization.php (25-07-2011). 

395 http://www.guardian.co.uk/travel/2010/sep/04/palestine-walking-middle-east (17-05-2011). 

396 http://www.abrahampath.org/about.php (17-05-2011). 

397 http://www.abrahampath.org/israel.php (17-05-2011). 
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runs through Israel, but also through Palestine, Turkey, Syria and Jordan, and in the future 

segments are planned for Egypt and Saudi Arabia.398  

 Besides the Path of Abraham there is also the Israel National Trail.399 This hiking route 

connects Dan and Eilat via Tiberias, Tel Aviv and Jerusalem. This trail is not so much concerned 

with heritage sites, but tries to show hikers the natural beauty of Israel. This trail was initiated 

by the Israel Trails Committee. This Committee has members from the Society for the Protection 

of Nature in Israel, the Israel Nature and National Parks Protection Authority, Jewish National 

Fund, and the Israel Mapping Center.400 

 Another trail in Israel is the Gospel trail in Galilee.401 This trail let people experience the 

terrain where Jesus spent his childhood and ministry. The 60-kilometer trail runs from Galilee 

to the shores of the Sea of Galilee.402 The Gospel trail, also called the Jesus trail, is an initiative 

of an individual hiker who initiated the trail. Nowadays, a small team is taking care of the trail. 

The National Heritage Plan is mentioning two new trails: the historical trail and the 

Israeli experience trail. The historical trail connects many archaeological sites. This trail runs 

from Eilat and Timna in the South via Masada, Ein Gedi, Qumran and Bet’Shean to Dan in the 

North. Part of it is running trough the West Bank.403 The Israeli Experience trail is linking over 

100 places important to Israel’s more recent history and will include buildings that are to be 

preserved, settlement sites, small museums and memorials.404 This trail too connects the north 

of Israel to the far south, and runs partly through the West Bank too. The sites along the Israeli 

experience trail mostly connect heritage that has to do with the Zionist Movement.  

When the Path of Abraham, the Israel National Trail and the Gospel trail are compared 

to the two new trails from the National Heritage Plan, it becomes clear that the new trails 

comprise much more sites than there are along the other trails. The goals are different: the 

Israeli part of the Path of Abraham is relatively short and visits places that are connected to 

Abraham. The Gospel trail aims specifically at the life of Jesus. The Israel National Trail is more 

about nature than about visiting cultural heritage sites. The new trails are made to strengthen 

the ties between the Israeli people and their land and are connecting the sites that are on the 
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National Heritage List. The trails have to make the Israeli people familiar with the story of the 

Jewish People in the Land of Israel, the story of Zionism, and the story of the cultural and 

historical heritage.405 Combined, the trails are explaining how the Israelis were able to live in the 

State of Israel as it exists today. Since history is ‘proving’ that their ancestors inhabited these 

ground, the trails are trying to support the Israelis in their awareness that they are special and 

that they must be proud of their land. This was what Prime Minister Netanyahu stated earlier 

in his announcements on the National Heritage Plan. While other trails exist in Israel, they are 

not large-scale like these. There existed no trails yet that connected a great deal of archaeological 

sites and sites of the Zionist Movement, so besides aiming at the Israeli identity, it was also a 

good opportunity to introduce two large new trails in the country. What is different regarding 

these trails is the public, which are now the Israeli people; other trails are focused mainly on 

tourists from outside Israel.406 The initiator of the National Heritage Plan trails is the Israeli 

Government; The Path of Abraham and the Gospel Trail are initiated by independent 

organizations. These trails seem to focus more on the hiking in particular, where the focus of the 

two new trails seems to be more on the sites along the route and the story these sites are telling.  

 

4.4 4.4 4.4 4.4 ChChChChoices and decisions concerning National Hoices and decisions concerning National Hoices and decisions concerning National Hoices and decisions concerning National Heritageeritageeritageeritage    

    

After studying the sites of the National Heritage List, it can be concluded that most sites are 

connected to the Zionist Movement. In the previous chapters, it was demonstrated that in Israel 

was tried to legitimize the State through archaeology which focused mainly on archaeological 

artefacts from the 10th-century B.C. For National Heritage, heritage like this is limited and 

emphasis is put on heritage connected to the Zionist Movement. This can be explained by the 

different context. In Israel from 1948 onwards it was tried to legitimize the new State, 

particularly to the outside world. The National Heritage Plan focuses mainly on the inhabitants 

of Israel. The goal was to make them more familiar with their past and to support the Israeli 

identity. To do so, heritage connected to Zionism is prioritised. This heritage shows an important 

episode in the history of Israel, and shows people how their grandmothers and grandfathers built 

the State of Israel. By referring particularly to this heritage, the story of their past and their 

identity come alive and is felt most effectively.  

                                                 
405 http://www.pmo.gov.il/PMOEng/Communication/Spokesman/2010/12/ (19-06-2011).  
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 When National Heritage Sites are compared to the ones inscribed in the World Heritage 

List, it becomes clear that World Heritage and heritage that is on Israel’s Tentative List, is not 

automatically declared National Heritage. Masada, Megiddo, Hazor and Beer Sheba are the two 

inscribed properties on the World Heritage List which are also National Heritage. Sites from the 

Tentative List which are also National Heritage are Arbel, Beit She'arim, Beit She’an, Caesarea 

and Tel Dan. The sites that are inscribed in the National Heritage sites have in common that it 

are either sites connected to biblical stories (Megiddo, Hazor, Beer Sheba) the establishment of 

the Israelite in what is today the current State of Israel (Arbel, Beit She’an, Beit She’arim) or 

supporting the Israeli identity (Masada, Caesarea, also connected to the Jewish Wars). The 

White City of Tel-Aviv or places of the holy places of the Bahá’i faith in Haifa and Western 

Galilee, nor the crusader fortresses, Timna or the White Mosque in Ramle is granted National 

Heritage status. 

Studying the National Heritage List, heritage which is connected to an important part of 

the Israeli past seems to be missing. While Israel tried to legitimize territory with the help of 

archaeology, it did not try to legitimize the land because of the extermination of the Jews during 

the Shoah. Heritage related to this history can not be found in the National Heritage Plan. It is 

remarkable that Yad Vashem, maybe the most prominent museum that tells the story of the 

Holocaust, is not declared National Heritage. No National Heritage at all is concerned with this 

part of the Jewish history. Other main sites that inform people about the Holocaust have also not 

been included in the list: nor Lokhamei ha-Geta’ot, a kibbutz found by Holocaust survivors407, 

nor Beit Theresienstadt408 is part of the National Heritage Plan. The latter is a    museum, art 

exhibition hall, library, educational centre, and holds an archive with an index of the 162,000 

Jews from the Czech Republic, Austria, Germany, The Netherlands, Denmark and other 

European countries, who were imprisoned in the Ghetto. Also, the Ghetto Fighters’ House is not 

declared heritage. This museum was founded by Holocaust survivors. According to the website of 

the museum, it “tells the story of the Holocaust during World War II, emphasizing the bravery, 

spiritual triumph and the incredible ability of Holocaust survivors and the fighters of the revolt 

to rebuild their lives in a new country about which they had dreamed- the State of Israel’”.409 The 

history of the formation of the State of Israel can be expected to be told excellently in a museum 

like this. While Israel tried to legitimize her territory mainly on archaeological grounds after 
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1948, it did not refer to the Holocaust. Off course, this is not a part of history the Israelis would 

like to remember or use. It seems logical that the Israelis only want to be acknowledged as 

members of a State where they claim to be the legitimate heirs of instead of using World War II 

as a legitimizing factor. However, why is this important part of the Jewish history not declared 

National Heritage? Prime Minister Netanyahu said in his speech that the National Heritage 

Plan just presented the facts.410 But why than is none of the 151 National Heritage sites related 

to the Holocaust? 

According to Zertal, after a political and diplomatic campaign in which the Holocaust 

played a prominent role in the first years after the proclamation of the State, a divorce from this 

closed past was visible.411 Looking back on the history of Israel and the role of the Holocaust, this 

can be seen in the statement of Prime Minister Ben-Gurion in 1957. Ben-Gurion emphasized the 

critical events in the history of the Jews: the conquest of Joshua and the Exodus from Egypt.412 

The Holocaust was not equal to them, and not a critical event in the history of the Jews, 

according to Ben-Gurion.413 The whole diasporic episode in the Jewish past was so dismissed. 

The memory of the Holocaust was repressed. The project of Israeli nation-building required 

forgetting the past and forging new memories. Zertal states that certain chapters in the Jewish 

history where erased, because they would have hindered the constituting effort and contradicted 

the States narrative of power and renewal.414 There simply was no space in the public sphere for 

the history of the Holocaust. This could have been done to prevent the State to be legitimized 

through the Holocaust. There is no doubt that the Holocaust accelerated the establishment of the 

State of Israel. As a result of the great catastrophe which occurred to the Jewish people, many 

nations realized that establishing a State was a necessary step for the protection of and the 

expiation for the Jewish people.415 First, the Holocaust motivated large numbers of immigrants 

to move to the new country, providing the necessary population. These were either survivors of 

the Holocaust or emigrants from the Muslim world who had almost no choice but to move to 

Israel.416; secondly, the Holocaust enabled Israel to pressure Germany into supplying the 

economic base necessary to build infrastructure and support those immigrants; and finally, the 
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Holocaust changed the opinion of the world so that the United Nations approved the State of 

Israel in 1948. This is not what the Jewish people wanted: a State legitimized through the 

Holocaust. While back in the 1950s there was no space for the memory of the Holocaust, 

nowadays it seems to be accepted as part of the Jewish history:  at the website of the Knesset is 

stated that to say that the Holocaust of European Jewry (1933-1945) is an unprecedented 

episode in the history of the Jewish nation is not merely an understatement.417  

 That the Israelis after the Holocaust wanted to look forward and create a modern Israeli 

State is understandable. However, nowadays it seems to be accepted as part of the Jewish 

history, and still not one National Heritage site has to do with the Holocaust. Every political 

important person that visits Israel is going to Yad Vashem: Barack Obama when he still was 

senator, the Dalai Lama, Pope John Paul II, all visited this museum418, but it is not declared 

National Heritage. A simple reason that there are no Holocaust-sites on the National Heritage 

List could be that these sites simply do not have to be renovated. Since the National Heritage 

Plan is a renovation and preservation project, it could be an option that none of these sites or 

related projects are in need for this. However, the question whether all Holocaust heritage in 

Israel is preserved and presented well and so does not need to be taken into account for 

renovation and preservation goes too far to answer in this research.  
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ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    
 

 

The purpose of the current study was to determine how archaeology and heritage have become 

controversial in and important for the State of Israel. The National Heritage Plan, which was 

introduced in 2010, was the cause to examine all aspects of heritage in Israel: Archaeology, 

World Heritage and National Heritage.  

Archaeology played an important role for the State of Israel, especially in the first twenty 

years after the War of Independence. From this research it can be concluded that archaeology 

was used, and even manipulated, to legitimize Israel’s claim on the territory it by then 

controlled. All efforts were made to show that the Israeli people were the heirs of the Israelites, 

who settled in ‘the Promised Land’ from the 10th-century B.C. onwards. Archaeology was 

practised selectively: only finds that could support this claim were regarded to be important. By 

putting most emphasis on biblical archaeology, which would prove the exodus from the Israelites 

to the land that was promised to them by God and different biblical stories, other important 

heritage is said to be lost. Many Islamic sites were neglected when the Israelis directly searched 

for layers from the 10th-century B.C. that could prove their history. Today, it is known 

throughout Israel that archaeological interpretations were wrong sometimes and that 

archaeological artefacts might not prove this Jewish history. More and more archaeologists 

nowadays try to do their work in an objective, scientific way, and stay true to the facts. 

Archaeology became important and controversial because it used to legitimize Israel’s right to 

exist as it did. Also an Israeli identity was tried to create with the help of archaeology. A nation 

needs a culture, so in this light it makes sense that Israel is doing everything it can to support 

their identity with archaeology.  

This study showed that heritage sites in Israel and the Disputed Areas are subjected to 

changed owners: heritage sites can go from Israeli to Palestinian ownership and vice versa in 

this land where the borders are still not definitely established. Unfortunately, heritage suffers 

from these changes when signs of ‘the others’ in some cases are destroyed or neglected. Because 

of the turbulent situation in Israel and the Disputed Areas, important heritage has been 

damaged. In a land of conflicts, there is no doubt that heritage will get involved. In Israel and 

the Disputed Areas, the conflict is about heritage. An examination of heritage and conflict made 

it clear that both parties are using heritage in their conflict. Israel seems to have the biggest role 

here. Making claims on sites that are not in their territory, bombing cultural sites in the 
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Disputed Areas, the salvage excavations in Jericho before Israel had to withdrawal are only 

some of the examples which show how Israeli archaeology became controversial. However, not to 

find much information about the Palestinian side does not imply they do not use heritage in the 

conflict.  

This research demonstrated that the looting of archaeological sites and the trade in 

antiquities is very important in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Looting occurs frequently in the whole 

area, as heritage in Israel and the Disputed Areas is barely protected and antiquities from the 

Disputed Area can be sold legally in Israel. In the Disputed Areas, antiquities are thought of as 

only worthy to preserve if they predate the year 1700 A.D. Added to this, looters who get caught 

are penalized with low punishments. Actually, the situation in Israel and the Disputed Areas is 

ideal for people who would like to make money out of their past. In Israel the antiquity trade is 

legal and this causes a strange situation: heritage from the Disputed Areas that is looted on a 

large scale can be sold here. If Israel wanted to take care of antiquities from the region, it would 

be expected that it had taken more measures to prevent important heritage, particularly 

excavated in the Disputed Areas, to leave the country. However, loss of heritage can cause the 

weakening of ties between the Palestinians and their land. Disputable are the actions in which 

both parties want to include heritage sites within their territories. Statements about this can 

cause enormous unrest in the region, as has been showed by the example of the Tomb of Rachel 

and the Cave of the Patriarchs. Examining international law concerning heritage seems to 

indicate that Israel in several cases violated international law. The large-scale salvage 

excavations turned out to be questionable too. However, further investigation is necessary in 

order to determine whether laws that were broken were effective at the time. 

 World Heritage has been shown to be important for Israel and its identity too. However, this 

is important for all countries and Israel is no exception here. The sites that are inscribed in the 

World Heritage List are all important for Israel and represent different important places, 

civilizations, cultures, monuments and buildings. These sites are not only important for Israel, 

but for the whole of mankind. It was shown that sites are not given World Heritage status if they 

are disputed. After studying the six sites of the World Heritage List, the one from the List of 

World Heritage in Danger and the nineteen sites of the Tentative List, only one controversial site 

on the Tentative List appeared: The Triple-Arch gate at Dan. Due to its disputed location and 

authority, inscription in the World Heritage List has been postponed a few times yet. Israel 

depends on UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee for the inscriptions of sites in the World 

Heritage List and because the legal status of The Triple-Arch gate is unclear, the site is still on 
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the Tentative List. What looked like another controversial site, Masada, can not be classified as 

such. While this site has the last years been disputed by some scholars who claim that the 

famous story of Masada is not true, this has not been proven yet scientifically. If the story of 

Masada might ever be proven wrong, this would not automatically imply that Masada loses its 

World Heritage status, since the site still bears importance to mankind based on other criteria.  

 The National Heritage Plan turned out to play an important role for Israel. This list is fully 

in control of Israel. The National Heritage Plan has to make the Israeli people more familiar with 

their heritage and link them to their land. This was done through the nomination of sites that 

have to be persevered and renovated and by creating two new trails. Israeli National Heritage 

focuses mainly on sites connected to the Zionist Movement and archaeological sites connected to 

biblical stories. What is remarkable is that not all World Heritage sites and sites from the 

Tentative List were declared National Heritage. The sites which are on both lists have in 

common that they are connected to biblical stories, the establishment of the Israelites in the 

current State of Israel in the 10th-century B.C, or supporting the Israeli identity. It seems that 

National Heritage has to show to the Israeli people how the Israeli history evolved from the 10th-

century B.C. till today. This looks like an earlier attempt, when Israel was trying to legitimize 

claims on its land through the use of archaeology. The Triple-Arch gate at Dan, which is not 

declared World Heritage, is inscribed in the National Heritage List: Israel is free to decide that 

this is important heritage. The story of the Holocaust is missing completely. On the one hand this 

might seem strange; on the other hand, these museums probably not need any renovation. This 

could also be the case with World Heritage Sites and Tentative Sites which are not declared 

National Heritage: these sites might not need any renovation and are therefore not listed. Not 

only is the National Heritage Plan important for Israel in proving the continuing history of its 

people from the 10th-century B.C. onwards, it is at some points controversial: Israel, free in 

deciding the National Heritage sites, nominated sites that are in the West Bank and the Golan 

Heights. It seems that Israel is using the National Heritage Plan, as was done earlier through 

archaeology, to legitimize claims on the ground. 

 “He who owns the past owns the present.”419 This research has shown that this statement 

holds certainly true for Israel, where the past seems to be used to control the present.  

    

                                                 
419 Borrowed from M.T. Starzmann, ‘Cultural Imperialism and Heritage Politics in the Event of Armed Conflict: Prospects for an 

‘Activist Archaeology’’, Archaeologies, vol. 4, no. 3 (2008) 379. 
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Recommendations for further researchRecommendations for further researchRecommendations for further researchRecommendations for further research    

 

This research has thrown up many questions in need of further investigation. Here are some 

options for further study about this wide-ranging subject. 

Further work needs to be done to establish whether Israel is violating international 

heritage law. It is claimed by some scholars that Israel is violating international law repeatedly. 

However, as shown in this study, extensive investigation has to show whether these claims can 

be proven. Laws that were violated may have not been effective at the time, and what today 

might seem like violations might in fact not be violations at all. Further research has to prove 

whether Israel violated international law structurally, or whether this appears to be the case but 

in fact is untrue. 

 Another recommendation for further investigation is to explore the different political 

parties in Israel and their opinions about heritage and the National Heritage Plan. English 

internet sites can not reveal how Israeli political parties are dealing with heritage-related 

questions. Sources in Hebrew and interviews will probably show that ‘Israel’ has different 

opinions and ideas about the National Heritage Plan.  

 Also, it would be interesting to visit the sites as listed in the National Heritage Plan and 

to investigate the story that is told to the visitors. So far, the literature is suggesting that at 

these sites it is shown how the Israelis are the legitimate heirs of the Israelite and therefore 

have the right to inhabit the land. From the speeches of Netanyahu can be concluded that people 

other than the Jews are excluded. Investigating the sites can help to establish a greater degree of 

accuracy on this matter. 

 Research is also needed to determine the role of the Palestinians. Doing this research, a 

lot of literature was available about the Israelis. There was not much to find about the use of 

heritage in the Arab-Israeli conflict by the Palestinians. That there is not much literature to find 

will not imply that the Palestinians are not using heritage in this conflict. Therefore, further 

research is needed to get a complete view from both sides. 

 This research could not include Jerusalem, as this wide-range subject requires a separate 

study. However, it would be very interesting to study heritage in Jerusalem and investigate the 

importance and controversy of heritage sites over there. Jerusalem has many heritage sites and 

studying these would contribute to the question how archaeology and heritage have become 

controversial in and important for the State of Israel. 
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 As showed in the last chapter, further research can explore why no Holocaust related 

sites are inscribed in the National Heritage List. A simple reason could be that these sites do not 

need any preservation or renovation efforts. The repression of this part of the Jewish history 

could also be a reason. Additional research can provide the answer and so improve this research. 
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The site of the Galilee Journeys of Jesus and the Apostles is a route in an area that has 

particular value for Christians. Jesus and his disciples are believed to have lived and worked in 

the area of Lower Galilee. Visitors can walk in the footsteps of Jesus and the Apostles, in order to 

experience their trials and tribulations. The route begins at the city of Nazareth, goes via 

Sepheris, Kafar Kana, The Horns of Hittim and Magdala, around the Sea of Galilee and ends at 

Tiberias.420 The route serves as a means of preserving the heritage, archaeological sites, the 

scenery, natural woods and forests and traditional agriculture, whereas emphasis has been 

placed on the Christian pilgrim population.421 However, the route is not only interesting for 

pilgrims: there is also a broad range of experiences offered en route such as scenery and cultural 

sites as well as a hiking trails. 

The site of Arbel exists of three sites: Arbel, the Horns of Hittim and Nebe Shueb. The 

ancient settlement of Arbel is located in the eastern Lower Galilee, a recognized site of early 

Torah scholars during the Second Temple period where places of Jewish study were built. A 

synagogue is believed to have stood here, which supposedly has been destroyed in the 8th-century 

A.D. Arbel also contains of a natural reserve which is supervised by the National Parks 

Authority.422 The Horns of Hittim is the site where a major battle between the Arabs and 

Crusaders took place in 1187 A.D., which marked the beginning of the end of the Crusader 

Kingdom in Palestine.423 Nebe Shueb is believed to house the tomb of Jethro, the father-in-law of 

Moses and the focal point for the annual pilgrimage and public festival at Je by Druse.424 The 

tomb-marker is housed in a three-story chamber built against the exposed limestone cliff, and in 

front is a courtyard with a view of the Arbel Valley and the Sea of Galilee.425 

Timna is a site of ancient mineral mining and melting. The mines are called the King 

Solomon’s mines as well, and were used from the fourth millennium till Roman times.426 All 

kinds of different copper and ancient remains of mining have been found here. Two sorts of 

                                                 
420 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1471/ (18-06-2011). 

421 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1471/ (14-04-2011). 

422 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1475/ (14-04-2011). 

423 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1475/ (18-06-2011). 

424 Ibidem. 

425 http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Eng/Tourist+Information/Ethnic+Groups/Druze/Nebi+Shu%E2%80%99eib%E2%80%99s+ 

Tomb.htm (14-06-2011). 

426 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1489/ (18-06-2011). 
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copper were exploited already in antiquity and diverse mine workings, including shafts and 

galleries, and mining tools from various periods, have been found here. Eleven camps are located 

in the centre of the valley. These remains belong mostly to the 19th- and 20th-dynasties of the 

Egyptian Kingdom; the goddess Hathor is carved in stone here.427 In 1940 Nelson Glueck 

connected copper-melting in Timna with King Solomon.428   

The White mosque in Ramle was founded in the early 8th-century by the Umayyad caliph 

Suleiman ib ‘Abd el-Malik, as the first Islamic city, and it now stands in a town with a mixed 

population of Muslims, Jews and Christians.429 With the city’s founding, many installations and 

buildings, such as cisterns and the mosque were erected. Under the courtyard the Umayyads 

constructed enormous cisterns for storage of water which remained intact to this day.430 Most of 

the Umayyad city is now covered by later construction. The square minaret, several stories high, 

built in the 14th-century, stands to this day. Inside, it has a central staircase which takes one to 

the roof. An Arabic inscription above the entrance to the minaret states that it was constructed 

during the reign of the Mamluk Sultan Muhammad ibn Qalaun in 1318.431 Near the tower is the 

tomb of Nebi Salib, which is a regular pilgrimage site, and a Muslim cemetery still in use.432  

Bet She’an is one of the oldest cities of the Ancient Near East. The remains of some 

twenty layers of settlement, going back to the fifth millennium B.C. have been discovered.433 

Some are still visible today: ancient streets, amazed by columns, a theater and a bathhouse.434 

The importance of Bet She’an throughout history is a result of a combination of factors: its 

position at major crossroads, the fertile land surrounding it and the abundance of water found 

nearby. Important finds were made, dating to the period of Egyptian rule over Canaan during 

the 16th till the 12th-centuries B.C.. King David conquered the city and it became one of the 

administrative centres of Solomon’s Kingdom. Is was the provincial capital of the province called 

second Palestine at the end of the fourth century A.D. The city passed to the hands of the 
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Muslims during the first half of the seventh century and was destroyed by a severe earthquake 

in the year 749.435  

Caesarea is well-known as an archaeological site preserving the original theater built by 

Herod, Byzantine archive buildings, the Cardo Maximus as well as bath-houses, warehouses, an 

amphitheatre and the harbor.436 Caesarea was a major port of in the Mediterranean. During the 

Persian rule, the Phoenicians built a settlement on the shoreline of one of the bays. Caesarea 

was built as part of Herod the Great’s ambitious plan to Hellenize the area in the 1st-century 

B.C.437 The city rapidly transformed into a commercial centre, and in 6 B.C. it became the 

headquarters of the Roman government in Palestine. After the destruction of Jerusalem, 

Caesarea became the most important city in the country. During the Byzantine period the city 

flourished and it was re-fortified again in the 9th- and 13th-centuries by conquering Arab and 

Crusader armies.438  

Degania and Nahalal are two settlements which represent the establishment of the first 

kibbutz. Their designs and physical forms represent the ideological-social patterns of the late 

19th- and early 20th-century. These patterns are a direct result of ideas prepared since Utopia 

written by Thomas Moore written in 1516.439  

Horvat Minnim attracted attention in the second half of the 19th-century when scholars 

and pilgrims began to cross Palestine in search of identifiable biblical sites. Originally, scholars 

identified Minnim as Capernaum until the discovery of Capernaum farther north and the 

excavation of the main part of the site of Minnim.440 Archaeologists revealed an almost square 

building with round corner towers and a semicircular tower in the middle of each wall, except for 

the eastern wall where a monumental domed gateway was. Along the exterior walls, the 

excavation uncovered a mosque, a throne room, and a group of five rooms with mosaic floors with 

geometric designs.441 The large courtyard displayes the unique form characteristic of Umayyad 

palaces of the period.442 

                                                 
435 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1479/ (14-04-2011). 

436 http://www.goisrael.com/Tourism_Eng/Tourist+Information/Christian+Themes/Details/Caesarea +++chr.htm (15-04-2011). 

437 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1480/ (18-06-2011). 

438 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1480/ (14-04-2011). 

439 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1478/ (14-04-2011). 

440 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1474/ (15-04-2011). 

441 http://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/1474/ (15-04-2011). 
442 Ibidem. 



 109 

Maresha and Bet Guvrin are two main sites in a larger area of caves in the Byzantine 

period. Over 100,000 people lived in this area away from the main trade route. Maresha and Bet 

Guvrin, important ancient cities located in the basin of the Guvrin Stream, were highly 

populated in the Greco-Roman and Byzantine eras, and their unique natural formations were 

used as hiding places for the local population in conjunction with tels and neighbouring towns.443 

Today, hundreds of caves where people used to live are still visible, together with a Roman 

amphitheater.444 Bet Guvrin replaced Maresha as the most important settlement in the area. 

During the Byzantine period, Bet Guvrin was an important centre of Christianity with a number 

of churches.445  

The Sea of Galilee and its Ancient Sites are also represented on Israel’s Tentative List. 

Meters below sea level, this is the main fresh water sea of the Rift Valley with unique forms and 

subterranean sources including hot water springs.446 The cities of Tiberias and Hammat Gader 

as well as Korazim, Kursi, Capernaum, and Tabgha surround the Sea of Galilee. Korazim 

displays the remains of a Jewish town, renowned for the good wheat grown there. The earliest 

occupation of Korazim was in the first or second century A.D. Repairs and changes were carried 

out in the original buildings and in the synagogue, as part of the restoration effort in the fifth 

and sixth centuries.447 According to Christian tradition, Capernaum was the birthplace of Peter, 

and Jesus would have preached and performed miracles here.448 Today it displays the remains of 

a synagogue. Tabgha is the site of the multiplication of loaves and fishes according to Christian 

tradition. It seems that a chapel was erected here in the fourth century and a church built 

toward the middle of the fifth century.449 

The prehistoric sites of Ubadiyya, Sha’ar Hagolan and Mount Carmel present the earliest 

known sites where the remains of the settlement of early man were discovered.450 The 

archaeological and zoological information from Ubadiyya is said to be so far the richest of all 

early Lower Paleolithic sites in Eurasia. It constitutes evidence for the ‘out of Africa’ movement 
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of  the Homo erectus.451 Sha’ar HaGolan, located in the central Jordan Valley, is a site which 

includes remains of a Pottery Neolithic village from the second half of the 6th-millennium. B.C. 

Pottery, flint tools, and clay and stone art objects have been found here.452 The caves of Har 

HaCarmel is an important pre-historic site,453 which displays the continuation of settlements of 

early man. The caves and Mount Carmel will be examined by the World Heritage Committee at 

its 36th Session in 2012.454 

Synagogues were a Jewish creation which influenced the subsequent development of the 

Christian church and the Muslim mosque. They functioned as a community centre, housed the 

activities of school, court, hostel and meeting place for the local Jewish community.455 The early 

synagogues of the Galilee were the first buildings where people worshipped without idols. The 

remains of 50 different synagogues were identified in the Galilee, which was one of the most 

concentrated sites of synagogues. The earliest remains of a synagogue remains date to the late 

1st-century B.C.456 By this time the synagogue was a developed central institution throughout the 

Jewish world.457 

Mount Karkom, in the southern Negev desert, provides drawings that are among the 

world’s best examples of rock engravings. It has thousands of rock drawings and 187 Bronze Age 

campsites.458 The stone circles, megalithic structures and rock engravings reveal that the 

mountain was an important cultic and religious centre. Many flint tool workshops from the 

Middle Paleolithic period have been found here.459 

The fortresses of Montfort, Belvoir, Atlit, Arsuf, built between the 12th- and 15th-centuries, 

show the broad European architectural movement to this area.460 Montfort, the main Crusader 

fortress in Palestine, was built in 1226 in western Galilee. In 1271 Muslims conquered the 

fortress wich was subsequently destroyed. The site was abandoned and never resettled. Belvoir 

is a Crusader fortress which was established as a fortified farm in about 1140.461 Belvoir was one 

of the few fortresses remaining in the hands of the Crusader kingdom of Jerusalem after the 
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defeat of the Crusaders at the battle of Hittin. The Crusader castle of Atlit, situated 30 km south 

of Haifa, stands in an area comprised of settlements, the remains of cemeteries, agricultural 

areas, quarries and fortifications from ancient and medieval times.462 The Knights Templar 

established a fort or police post, the ruins of which are still visible. The Templars fortified and 

extended the fortress, the promontory was enclosed on both sides as far as the rocks, and a 

chapel, hall, and other quarters were built in the fortress. Apollonia-Arsuf is located on a cliff 

northwest of Herzliya. It possessed a marketplace and was a centre for redeeming Muslim 

prisoners and the seat of Islamic religious scholarship in the 8th-and 9th-centuries.463 

The cultural landscape Makhteshim Country might in the future also be granted World 

Heritage status. Located in the Negev is a colourful rocky desert, and its centre is dominated by 

anticlinal ridges. The crests of four of these ridges host five deep valleys, which have in common 

that they are surrounded by steep walls, built of hard limestone and dolomite at the upper half 

and sandstone at the bottom.464 Each of these valleys is drained by a narrow river bed. A closed 

valley like this is called makhtesh, the Hebrew word for mortar. The makhteshim are deep 

closed valleys, lacking soil and vegetation. The five makhteshim each expose different geological 

features. The makhtesim are unique assets of nature, the only complete ones of their kind.465  

Beth She’arim, near Haifa, is a town from the Roman and Byzantine periods and was in 

2002 inscribed in the Tentative List. Beth She’arim became a prominent Jewish cultural centre 

when the Sanhedrin moved there following the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 

A.D. Rabbi Judah was, following his dead, brought back for burial to Beth She'arim. Eventually, 

as people sought burial places near the great rabbi, an ancient cemetery grew up around his 

tomb. Numerous people buried at Beth She’arim were from the region of today’s Saudi Arabia, 

Turkey, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon.466 The town’s vast necropolis contains more than thirty burial 

cave systems.467  

In 2004, the Great Rift Valley-migratory routes-The Hula, was inscribed in Israel’s 

Tentative List. The Hula Valley, located in North East Israel, is part of the Great Rift Valley 
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running from Southern Turkey to Mozambique. Natural water sources that flew into the valley 

created a natural wetland system with associated peat soils over the course of millennia.468 Until 

the 1950s large parts of the Hula valley were covered by the Hula Lake and its adjacent 

swamps.469 From then, the land was almost completely drained to facilitate agricultural and 

rural development for the developing State of Israel. The site was submitted for nomination as a 

World Heritage site based on its unique position and function as an arid-zone wetland, 

supporting massive bird migration along the Great Rift Valley.470 

The Old City and Ramparts of Jerusalem is an inscribed site on the List of World 

Heritage in Danger. The Ramparts represent the Ottoman boundaries of the 16th-century and 

enclose within it the built sites of the Temple Mount and the shrines of the Church of the Holy 

Sepulchre and the Via Dolorosa. The property on the Tentative List is an extension of the site 

inscribed in the World Heritage List in Danger. This is in agreement with the changes in the 

Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention, whereby sites 

may include extensions, providing the visual and historic context for ongoing site management 

and conservation.471 It is proposed that the site will be extended to include Mount Zion as well as 

sites that bear a testimony to the cultural traditions of Judaism, Christianity and Islam.472 This 

will help guarantee the conservation of the site from influential urbanism and help to eliminate 

factors which endanger sites.473 In Helsinki in the year 2001, it was decided to postpone further 

consideration of the nomination proposal until an agreement on the status of the City of 

Jerusalem in conformity with International Law was reached, or until the parties concerned 

submit a joint nomination.474 
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