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Country reports

Zionist homelandscapes (and their
constitution) in Israeli geography

Maoz Azaryahu & Arnon Golan
Department of Geography, University of Haifa, Haifa, Israel

Home’land, n.: ‘A country in which one was born or

makes one’s home’. (Webster’s)

I

As a conflation of an idea and particular terri-
tory, of a sense of individual attachment and a
sense of collective ownership, homeland is cen-
tral to many nationalist/patriotic experiences
and discourses. Homeland denotes a certain
territory, even if the boundaries of this territory
may change over the course of history. It also
connotes a set of culturally shared meanings
that are formulated in patriotic terms: home-
land is evocative of many things, most promi-
nently of an intimate sense of belonging and a
powerful notion of loyalty. The transformation
of land into homeland figures prominently in
stages of national revival since the notion of a
shared homeland is central to the nation as an
‘imagined community’, one which transcends
local experiences and particularist loyalties. Im-
portantly, homeland is located not only on
maps and in the minds of people, but also in
culture, i.e. the realm of socially shared mean-

ings, where it exists as a dynamic set of specific
homelandscapes.

Homelandscapes cast the homeland in the
mould of specific cultural constructions of the
landscape. These constructions include physical
environments laden with cultural meanings, as
well as narrative representations and interpre-
tations and visual images of specific places and
landscapes, both past and present. Despite their
different forms and the circumstances of their
evocation, homelandscapes are essentially an
ideate: an actual existence that corresponds
with an idea. In this case, the idea is the
existence of homeland as an entity of its own
that transcends its particular elements. The
significance of homelandscapes lies in their
power to convert the homeland from an ab-
stract idea into a culturally shared reality.

This report examines how Zionist home-
landscapes are constituted in Israeli geography.
As object and product of study, Israeli geogra-
phy is both the geography of Israel and its
various manifestations in academic discourse.
Accordingly, this overview of Zionist home-
landscapes is also a review of a geographical
discourse that includes studies by geographers
and which also transcends disciplinary
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498 Maoz Azaryahu & Arnon Golan

boundaries to include sociology, anthropology,
landscape architecture and art, architecture and
literary history.

The report has two layers. At a direct level it
offers an account of Zionist homelandscapes
and their formation over different periods. At
another level it is an account of the academic
discourse on Zionist homelandscapes. Needless
to say, the academic study of Zionist home-
landscapes entails a measure of ideological dis-
engagement from the subject matter. To some
extent, there have been several studies that
have adopted critical perspectives, some of
which verge on moral indictments of Zionism.
Notwithstanding ideological dispositions and
political agendas that are often barely con-
cealed, all the studies mentioned here contrib-
ute to highlighting the formation of Zionist
homelandscapes as a distinct theme in the aca-
demic discourse of Israeli geography.

II

As an ideology and movement of national re-
vival, modern Zionism sought to redefine the
Jewish collective existence in terms of nation-
hood in an Old-New (home)land. What distin-
guishes Zionism from other movements and
ideologies of national revival is the theme of a
return to and restoration of an ancient home-
land. The name ‘Old-New Land’ (Altneuland)
which Theodore Herzl, the founder of modern
political Zionism, chose for his visionary book
published in 1902, makes clear the extent to
which the theme of restoration of the ancestral
Jewish homeland was central to the Zionist
revolution he envisioned.

The uniqueness of Zionism was the quest to
transform a metaphysical sense of an ancient
homeland that had permeated Jewish liturgy
into concrete or real landscapes (Newman
1998): from landscapes of the mind to land-

scapes of actual residence. In the most general
terms, the emergence of specific Zionist home-
landscapes was the combined effect of the de-
velopment of the settlement geography of the
Jewish national home in Palestine (Kellerman
1993; Troen 2003) and the cultural construction
of Jewish Palestine as a homeland. The cultural
dimension was of prime importance. The poet
Shaul Tchernikhovsky wrote that ‘man is
shaped in the mold of his homeland’. In this
phrase he expressed the difficulty involved in
resolving a fundamental conflict: between at-
tachment to the landscape of his birthplace and
attachment to the country he considered to be
his ancestral homeland.

When refracted through the ideological
lenses of Jewish history and Zionist ideology,
the encounter of Jewish immigrants with a land
that contained virtually no Jews and was ex-
tremely underdeveloped, evoked a strong sense
of desolation (Schnell 1997). In the foundation
stage of the Zionist settlement project, the
transformation of the land into a homeland
had been strongly suffused by the notion of
restoration, implying a built-in and dynamic
tension between the old and the new. The
Zionist homelandscapes that emerged ad-
dressed these two complementary yet possibly
contradictory elements in the form of a super-
position of the rediscovery of Jewish past in the
landscape and redesigning the landscape in
terms of settlement and development. Interest-
ingly, the notion of ‘old’ was ambiguous. On
the one hand, there was a perception of the
virgin landscapes as Biblical, and as such, they
preserved the ancient history of the land. On
the other hand, these same landscapes repre-
sented neglect, under-development and primi-
tivism.

The Zionist quest to trace ancient Jewish
history in the local landscape is shown in the
identification of places with specific Biblical
stories and events (Newman 1998). Here,
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Zionist homelandscapes in Israeli geography 499

historic sites that had acquired a mythic aura
through their connection with dramatic events
of Jewish history, such as Masada and
Modi’in, belonged (Azaryahu and Kellerman
1999). Modi’in was the home of Judas Mac-
cabeus, who led the successful revolt against
Syrian–Greek rule in the second century BCE
that resulted in the restoration of Jewish state-
hood. The desert fortress of Masada drama-
tized the last stand of Jews against the Imperial
Roman legions in 73 CE. By the 1930s Masada
had already become a primary Zionist symbol
of the struggle for national freedom (Ben-Ye-
huda 1995; Zerubavel 1995). Beyond any
specific lessons they were supposed to convey,
these and other historic sites evoked Jewish
past in the landscape and in this capacity, they
expressed the historical continuity of a Jewish
presence in the Land of Israel/Palestine.

A principal Zionist argument was that the
Jewish national revival in Palestine meant ‘a
renewal of the old’. This was clear in the
resurrection of ancient place names in the land-
scape of Zionist settlement. Importantly,
in terms of landscapes, the revival of the old
did not mean its replication; restoration and
renewal were manifest in the appearance of
new landscapes of Jewish settlement (Troen
2003).

In Zionist mythology, the ‘old’ landscape
represented a wilderness. In contrast, the Zion-
ist landscape that was about to replace it was
pregnant with the notion of modernization
(Aaronsohn 1995; Ben-Artzi 1996). The existing
landscape, the pre-Zionist landscape, was of a
temporary nature; its transformation was
necessary for national revival (Golan 1997).
Known as ‘redemption of the land’, the new
landscapes of Jewish settlement amounted to
the re-appropriation of an ancient patrimony.
A popular Zionist practice, the Tiyul (hike)
converted an abstract notion of homeland into
a concrete experience of places and landscapes

(Ben-David 1997). A pivotal Zionist agency, the
Jewish National Fund, was entrusted with the
task of purchasing land and promoting its ‘re-
demption’. At the same time, the Jewish Na-
tional Fund was also actively engaged in
producing landscape imagery that became asso-
ciated with the revival of the Jewish homeland
in Palestine (Bar-Gal 1999).

The principle of Jewish return to the
(home)land was central to Zionist endeavours.
The mythic dimension of the settlement project
was evinced in the interplay of relationships
between mythic conceptions of earlier settle-
ment activities and new ones (Kellerman 1996).
The ‘last stand of Tel Hai’—the defence of an
isolated settlement in northern Galilee in
1920—became a major heroic myth and a for-
mative Zionist experience (Zerubavel 1995).
The event was commemorated in the Zionist
calendar and the place became a pilgrimage
site.

Specific areas of new Jewish settlement were
also endowed with a mythic aura. The central
theme of the myth of the Emek (‘the valley’,
meaning the Valley of Jezreel) was the heroic
act of pioneering which transformed the wil-
derness into cultivated land (Bar-Gal 1993;
Schnell 1998). The myth glorified those pio-
neers who built co-operative settlements in
defiance of natural hazards. The myth of the
Emek became affiliated with the socialist ethos
of Labour Zionism, and as a result of the
ideological-cultural hegemony of the Labour
movement, it became a prominent founding
myth of Zionist pioneering. The celebration of
Tel Aviv as ‘the first Hebrew city’ distinguished
the creation of a new Jewish city as a major
Zionist achievement (Helman 2000; Schlör
1999; Shavit and Biger 2001; Waterman 2001).
In contradistinction to the co-operative pio-
neering associated with Emek, Tel Aviv repre-
sented the capitalist ethos of private initiative
(Amit 2000).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
H

ai
fa

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 1
1:

04
 1

3 
M

ay
 2

01
5 



500 Maoz Azaryahu & Arnon Golan

On another plane, the symbolic rivalry be-
tween Jerusalem and Tel Aviv and their
metaphoric construction in literary texts (Gu-
vrin 1999) and in the public discourse in gen-
eral evinced the tension between Jewish
tradition and Zionist modernization. Whereas
Jerusalem stood for Jewish historical heritage
and religious notions of redemption, Tel Aviv
cast the national revival in secular terms. The
International Style architecture of the 1930s
and the 1940s articulated the association of Tel
Aviv with modernist and progressive social
ideas of the period (Cohen 2003).

From a Zionist perspective, the landscape of
Jewish settlement represented the revival of the
homeland in terms of modernization and this
ideological theme was abundantly represented
in Zionist iconography. By formulating Zionist
messages visually, Zionist iconography trans-
lated ideological notions, abstract ideas and
popular perceptions into a visual idiom access-
ible to large audiences (Arbel 1996). The water
tower was a primary Zionist icon: in its iconic
capacity, becoming a recurrent motif in land-
scape representations (Azaryahu 2001). Com-
monly featured in the background of
landscapes of fields and small houses with red-
tiled roofs, the iconic image of a water tower
was depicted in myriad visual illustrations of
settlement landscape. At one level, the water
tower was a constituent element of Zionist
imagery of Jewish settlement landscape
whereas at another level, the iconic image of
the water tower signified the development and
modernization of the land.

III

In the wake of the 1948 war and the establish-
ment of the Israeli state, new Zionist home-
landscapes that articulated the newly acquired
independence and sovereignty appeared. The

partition of the British mandated territory of
Palestine into a Jewish state (Israel) and two
geographically separated Arab-Palestinian ar-
eas (the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, con-
trolled respectively by Jordan and Egypt)
created a new political reality. Consequently, at
the level of cartographic representation the
Jewish homeland was enclosed within the
boundaries of the Jewish state whose borders
were determined in the armistice agreements
signed in 1949.

However, another effect of this war was the
eradication of any Jewish presence beyond the
borders of the State of Israel and the simulta-
neous transformation of areas formerly popu-
lated by Arabs within what had become Israel
into new arenas of Jewish settlement. The
transformation of the landscape indicated the
magnitude of Jewish victory. Jewish immi-
grants populated abandoned Arab villages and
neighbourhoods, resulting in the disappearance
of the traditional Arab landscape (Golan 2001,
2002; Goren 1996; Paz 1998). From an Arab
perspective, this new reality, following the
Arab defeat, was interpreted in terms of injus-
tice and dispossession (Falah 1996). From a
Zionist perspective, the same reality was a
legitimate result of an enforced war.

The assertion of Jewish sovereignty was
evinced in the officially promoted Hebraiciza-
tion of the national map and the subsequent
‘renaming of the landscape’ (Azaryahu and
Golan 2001; Benvenisti 2000; Katz 1995). Prior
to the establishment of the State of Israel in
1948 Hebrew names had mainly been given to
new settlements. These names conflated Jewish
history and Zionist memory with the geogra-
phy of Zionist revival. The 1:100,000 maps
prepared in the 1940s by the British Mandatory
Survey of Palestine provided an authoritative
map of the Holy Land as an administrative
entity. The language of the maps was English,
but the language of the landscape they repre-
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Zionist homelandscapes in Israeli geography 501

sented was overwhelmingly Arabic. There were
some 3,700 Arabic names designating local top-
ography, but barely more than 200 Hebrew
names designating Jewish settlements. More-
over, some Biblical place names were repro-
duced in their English form, e.g. Jerusalem and
Hebron (Al-Quds and Al-Halil in Arabic;
Yerushalaim and Hevron in Hebrew).

In 1949 the Israeli government set up a com-
mission entrusted with the task of affixing He-
brew names to landscape features in the Negev,
the southern part of Israel. The work of this
commission was extended in 1950 to include
the northern and more densely settled part of
the country also. Whereas the Hebraicization
of the Negev was conceived of as a geographi-
cally and temporally limited project, the He-
braicization of the national map was an
open-ended assignment. By early 1960s, the
number of Hebrew place names assigned by the
commission was already close to 5,000.

From a Zionist perspective, the formation of
the Hebrew map was meant as a restorative
measure, an act of re-appropriation in line with
fundamental Zionist ideological premises.
From a critical approach, the ‘Hebraicization
of the map’ was an act of (symbolic) appropri-
ation of the land intended to eradicate the Arab
presence in the landscape and deny its Arabic
history (Benvenisti 2000). As a matter of fact,
since Arabic remained the official Arab-
Palestinian language of the landscape and
maps, the main effect of the Hebrew map was
to introduce Hebrew as a language of land-
scape in addition to Arabic (Azaryahu and
Golan 2001).

Following independence, Zionist homeland-
scapes associated with nationhood also intro-
duced the sacred in terms of spatial
commemorations. Monuments in Jewish settle-
ments commemorated the heroic sacrifice of
fallen soldiers (Azaryahu 1995). Relics of war
transformed into monuments created new

mythic landscapes (Azaryahu 1996, 2003; Hel-
phand 2002; Shamir 1996). Similarly, monu-
ments dedicated to the commemoration of
Jewish Holocaust victims introduced the theme
of the genocide against the Jewish people in
Europe into the Israeli landscape (Baumel 1995;
Brug 2002).

The principal shrines of Israeli statehood
were located in western Jerusalem, which had
been declared Israel’s capital in 1949. The na-
tional cemetery on Mount Herzl, Israel’s na-
tional pantheon, combined the burial place of
Herzl and a military cemetery (Azaryahu 1996).
In the immediate vicinity of Mount Herzl, Har
haZikaron (the Mount of Remembrance) is the
site of Yad vaShem, the central Holocaust
memorial shrine in Israel. Though independent
of each other, the geographical proximity be-
tween the two shrines thematize ‘destruction’
and ‘rebirth’ as fundamental to the symbolic
foundations of Israeli nationhood.

IV

Following the Israeli victory in the Six-Day
War of 1967, Israeli rule extended beyond the
‘Green Line’ (the 1949 armistice line) to include
territories that had been rendered inaccessible
to Jews since 1948—most notably the Old City
of Jerusalem and its Jewish shrines. Its effect
on the Arab–Israeli conflict notwithstanding
(Newman 1999), the victory brought in its
wake the emergence of more Zionist homeland-
scapes that combined ancient Jewish history
with contemporary settlement activities. Yet
unlike earlier stages of Zionist history, these
homelandscapes were politically contested and,
importantly, were rejected by those sections of
Israeli society for which settlement activities
were associated with the foundation phase of
Zionist history. The schism between the vision
of a ‘Greater Israel’, to include these occupied
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502 Maoz Azaryahu & Arnon Golan

territories, and the vision of an Israel confined
to the borders extant at the outbreak of war in
1967 has dominated Israeli politics. The rival
conceptions of a Zionist homeland reflected
two visions of history (Feiga 2002; Newman
1996, 1998). The vision of a ‘Greater Israel’,
emphasizing ancient Jewish history in the occu-
pied territories contrasted with that of a ‘small
Israel’, which avoided references to ancient
Jewish history and focused on the reality that
had emerged after independence as decisive for
defining the concept of a Jewish homeland.

This major feature of Israeli politics, the
tension between the old and the new visions of
the Jewish homeland was closely affiliated with
the collapse of the hegemony of Labour Zion-
ism and the decline of the pioneering ethos
which Labour Zionism traditionally espoused
(Azaryahu 1999a). The dynamic of change was
also evident in the arena of culture, where the
proliferation of music festivals evinced the dif-
ferences between the Western-oriented old elite
and new segments of Israeli society that ad-
hered to Mid-Eastern cultural traditions (Wa-
terman 1998). Here also belonged the growing
popularity of the worship of saints that was
mainly associated with Jews of north African
origin (Ben-Ari and Bilu 1997). For the propo-
nents of a Western-oriented, Labour-led Israel,
the ‘new Israel’ that appeared in the early 1980s
signalled the decline of Israeli society (Water-
man 1999).

From another perspective, the gradual de-
cline of the pioneering ethos and its emphasis
on austerity as a value in its own right both
reflected and revealed the growing affluence of
Israeli society. The distribution of the new
affluence has been uneven, with neighbour-
hoods and towns founded in the spatio-social
periphery in the 1950s suffering underdevelop-
ment (Yiftachel 2000) and persistent marginal-
ization (Avraham 2003). At the same time, the
growing affluence of Israeli society has become

evident in new landscapes of consumption, no-
tably indicated by the proliferation in the 1990s
of shopping malls throughout Israel (Shaul
2002). The introduction of these shrines of
consumption into Israeli geography also
signified the growing Americanization of Israel
(Avraham and First 2003; Azaryahu 2000). The
visual prominence of McDonald’s golden
arches, first introduced into Israel in 1993, was
a further sign of the susceptibility of Israel to
global flows (Ilouz and John 2003). In terms of
contested place, the tension between the global
and the local was articulated in the conflict that
emanated from following the opening of a
McDonald’s restaurant in the immediate vicin-
ity of a memorial shrine (Azaryahu 1999b).
Another response to the globalization/Ameri-
canization of the landscape and ostensibly to
the disappearance of traditional landscapes was
the growing nostalgia for traditional Zionist
homelandscapes and, in particular, the emerg-
ence of a heritage geography. This has given
rise to numerous heritage museums that have
recreated an image of the pioneer experience
(Katriel 1997). Another was the prominence of
the conservation of the built heritage in urban
planning discourse and practice, most notably
in Tel Aviv, which in 2003 was recognized by
UNESCO as a world heritage city in connec-
tion with the abundance of examples of archi-
tecture in the International Style of the 1930s
and the 1940s (Cohen 2003).

V

The formation and re-formation of Zionist
homelandscapes has been an important aspect
of Zionist history. As cultural constructs, the
homelandscapes have pervaded Zionist ideol-
ogy and experience. Constructive of a sense of
a culturally shared homeland, Zionist home-
landscapes have been interwoven into the
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Zionist homelandscapes in Israeli geography 503

actual landscape in symbolic terms, thematized
in iconic representations of and literary refer-
ences to places (Mishory 2000) featured in
popular songs (Yiftachel and Roded 2003) and
celebrated in heroic myths. Constitutive of Is-
raeli geography and the academic discourse of
Israeli geography, the construction and recon-

struction of Zionist homelandscapes has been
an integral part of Zionist history and of the
cultural, social and political history of the
Zionist landscape. Most importantly, they were
employed and involved in the conversion of
space into place and the transformation of a
land into a homeland.
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Abstract translation

Pertenecencia, Memoria y la Politica de
Planeamiento Urbano en Israel

Este papel se centra en las expresiones contra-
dictorias de memoria y pertenecencia de los
judeos y los palestinos en Israel. Examina los
conflictos sobre los procedimientos de urban-
ismo, los cuales involucran memorias tan con-
tradictorias y conflictos sobre pertenecencia a
escalas nacional y local de urbanismo. Explora
cómo los dinámicos de ralaciones de poder
operan de distintas maneras a diferentes niveles
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y cómo éstos pueden llevar a resoluciones de
urbanismo que conectan de distintas maneras a
las contrucciones de memoria y el sentido de
pertenecer de los judeos y los palestinos. El
papel empieza con una perspectiva general de
expresiones de pertenecencia y conmemoración
a la escala nacional del ubanismo; en la agenda
del Consejo para la Restauración y Conserva-
ción de Sitios Históricos en Israel y la retórica
del Plan General Nacional de Israel del gob-

ierno (TAMA/35). Cuestina esta retórica en
dos acontecimientos locales de urbanismo: ‘La
Calle y el Cementerio’ y el ‘Barrio Nuevo
Judeo y el Antiguo Palestino’. El papel termina
con un análises comparativo de casos de difer-
entes partes del mundo.

Palabras Claves: pertenecencia, memoria, ur-
banismo, palestinos, judeos, relaciones de
poder
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