
Remarks on the Norwegian Foreign Ministry’s Assessment  

of the EU Report on Palestinian Textbooks  

 

Overview: 

Since rewriting its curriculum in 2016, textbooks produced by the Palestinian Authority (PA) have come under 
increased scrutiny after deteriorating significantly from their previous versions. This is seen primarily in terms of 
removing references to the peace process, fomenting hatred toward Jews and Israelis, advocating for and 
celebrating violence (including against civilians), and inculcating an ideology of continuous resistance rather than 
peace or reconciliation. As the Palestinian education sector relies primarily on international financial support, 
including from the Norwegian Government, the significance of the evaluation by the Georg Eckert Institute (GEI) on 
behalf of the European Commission cannot be understated.  

The report by GEI is far from perfect, and there are numerous scholarly and methodological critiques that must be 
considered when utilizing it as a tool for policymaking. That being said, one must make a clear distinction between 
findings and assertions of the report’s authors that can be challenged on empirical grounds and those that are the 
result of misinterpretation by readers. Recent comments by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) on the 
GEI report demonstrate a clear lack of understanding of A) what the GEI report actually states, B) the evidence and 
veracity of claims made in the report, C) the extent to which the PA is in alignment and agreement with its European 
supporters. Accordingly, this document addresses seven matters: 

1. Addressing misleading or factually incorrect statements by the MFA on the GEI report 
2. Addressing the decision to reallocate funds in the face of enduring problems 
3. Addressing the volatile content still taught in textbooks, using Norwegian aid 
4. Addressing how Norwegian aid directly finances the creation of PA textbooks 
5. Addressing how the MFA failed to understand or verify findings of the GEI report 
6. Addressing the European commitment to changes and the PA’s resistance to it 
7. Addressing new problematic material created after Norway’s decision to restore aid 

1. Misleading Comments by the MFA: 

In both an answer to a parliamentary question by former foreign Minister Søreide, as well as a press release by the 
MFA issued in June of 2021 (almost immediately after the GEI report was made public and several months before 
the European Parliament was able to relate to it), several claims were made regarding the findings of the GEI report. 

• “By and large, the curriculum follows UNESCO's guidelines for human rights education. References to the Middle 
East conflict in school textbooks have gone in a positive direction.” 

o GEI stated, including before the European Parliament, that the PA curriculum, as a whole, does not 
meet UNESCO standards as the report identified textbooks and lessons that contain antisemitism and 
glorification of violence. 

o EU Commissioner Oliver Varhelyi, whose department commissioned the GEI report, released a 
statement following its publication, after the Norwegian MFA statements calling to consider 
conditioning aid to the PA education sector. In an answer to EU Parliament’s Vice President Nicola Beer 
in September, he called for further curriculum reform “to bring about full compliance of all Palestinian 
education material with the UNESCO standards” 

o MEPs from across the political spectrum, including the Chairs of the Budgetary Control and Cultural 
committees and the vice chairs of the Foreign Affairs and Budget committees, openly rejected this 
assertion in an EU parliamentary debate on the Palestinian textbook report. They state that any 
curriculum containing this material cannot be said to align with UNESCO standards, as this would argue 
that certain amounts of antisemitism and violence in education are acceptable. 

o UNRWA’s Commissioner General acknowledged the existence of incitement to violence and 
antisemitism based on the EU’s report in an exchange of views with the EU Parliament’s Foreign Affairs 
Committee. 

http://www.gei.de/en/departments/knowledge-in-transition/analysis-of-palestinian-textbooks-paltex.html
https://www.stortinget.no/no/Saker-og-publikasjoner/Sporsmal/Skriftlige-sporsmal-og-svar/Skriftlig-sporsmal/?qid=85289
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumentarkiv/regjeringen-solberg/aktuelt-regjeringen-solberg/ud/nyheter/2021/utdanning_palestina/id2862283/
http://www.gei.de/en/departments/knowledge-in-transition/analysis-of-palestinian-textbooks-paltex/study-faq.html
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/cont-afet-cult_20210902-1645-COMMITTEE-CONT-AFET-CULT_vd?start=20210902161953&end=20210902162057
https://twitter.com/OliverVarhelyi/status/1407040000794017796?s=20
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2021-003170-ASW_EN.html
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/cont-afet-cult_20210902-1645-COMMITTEE-CONT-AFET-CULT_vd?start=20210902161953&end=20210902162057
https://www.eureporter.co/world/israel/2021/09/03/unwra-chief-acknowledges-antisemitism-and-glorification-of-terrorism-in-palestinian-textbooks/


o The governments of the US, UK, the Netherlands and Denmark, as well as civil society organizations 
such as the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), the Conference of European Rabbis, and the Central Council 
of Jews in Germany, have all raised concern over the findings of the EU’s report. 

• “The report shows significant improvements in the Palestinian curriculum since 2017, especially in terms of 
human rights, gender equality and diversity.” 

o The claim that textbooks have ‘significantly improved’ since 2017 is empirically false. The report 
confirms (p. 123) that this iteration of the curriculum removed previous references to peace 

negotiations, erased the word Israel from maps, eliminated the only lesson about peace advocacy as 

a universal ideal, and has been denounced by bodies of the EU and UN.  

o Modifications made to the 2020-21 textbooks significantly deteriorated them to move even further 
away from meeting UNESCO standards of peace and tolerance. Reports from September 2020 and May 
2021 reviewing changes made in the 2020–21 PA curriculum found that the vast majority of the 
adjustments were minimal and problematic material remained intact, or in some cases, made worse. 

o The report’s executive summary and conclusion state that lessons on human rights explicitly do not 
extend these rights to Israelis or Jews; human rights are only discussed in the context of violations of 
Palestinian rights (p. 3, 171), further teaching concepts like the right of violent resistance as if it was 
enshrined in international law – in reality, no such treaty or norm exists. 

o The report’s executive summary and conclusion state that “Violence perpetrated by Palestinians, 
including violence against civilians, is presented as a legitimate means of resistance…” (p. 4, 172) and 
never contemplated as a potential violation of Israeli human rights. This is even acknowledged later in 
the response of the MFA. 

• Several unacceptable illustrations have now been removed or adjusted, including illustrations that have been 
highlighted in public and content that may be perceived as expressing anti-Semitic attitudes. 

o The report made overarching claims about improvements in the entire curriculum (p. 137-154) based 
on a very limited sample of 15 examples from 18 textbooks produced in 2020, which consist of only 8% 
of the entire curriculum. 

o The GEI notes that at least 3 of 18 textbooks showing alleged improvements were unverifiable and 
were not on the Palestinian Authority’s Ministry of Education portal when the report was written. 
Some improvements noted by GEI come from a digital version of an unverified book, in which the hard 
copy edition distributed to students in 2020 shows no such improvement. 

o Some of these changes are debatable in terms of constituting an improvement; one example that 
accuses ‘the Jews’ of desecrating Muslim tombs now says ‘the Zionist occupation’ instead (p. 146). 
Another example shows an image of renowned female terrorist Dalal Mughrabi with her hair exposed 
and in civilian clothing which “tones down the militancy in her portrayal” while the same chapter 
continues to exalt her act as “heroic” and “immortal” in the “hearts and minds” of Palestinians (p. 148). 

o Examples of hateful content removed from 2020 books are highlighted and cherry-picked –similar 
remaining problematic examples in other places within the same books analyzed showing 
improvements are ignored. 

• Violence carried out by the Palestinians is portrayed as a legitimate resistance struggle within certain, but 
elapsed, periods, alongside peaceful approaches to Israel. 

o This claim is made in the GEI report without any substantiation or evidence; on the contrary, the GEI 
report presents numerous instances in which violence is still regarded as legitimate, including against 
civilians, by calling on students to emulate terrorists like Dalal al-Mughrabi (p. 112-117). 
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• Since 2017, students at higher levels in several subjects will reflect on forms of resistance struggle and peaceful 
versus violent protests. The Middle East peace process is also mentioned in the books, including mutual 
recognition between Israel and the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO). 

o The distinction between peaceful means of resistance and violent ones is taught in one lesson in which 
both are justified and regarded as legitimate (p. 123). Textbooks even go so far as to praise the Munich 
Olympic attack of 1972 as ‘striking at Zionist interests abroad.’ 

o The peace process is mentioned in only one lesson in one textbook in a commentary on the Oslo 
Accords. It is taught as a neutral historical fact with no attempt to teach students that a peaceful 
resolution is preferred—or even necessary; the GEI report misleadingly features an entire chapter on 
this lesson to make it appear more prominent and widespread than it truly is. 

o The GEI report notes that passages written by Yasser Arafat calling for an end to violence and 
reconciliation have been edited out of the Oslo letters of mutual recognition in the textbook (p.121); 
this stands in direct contradiction of the claim which the MFA is attempting to make. 

o Students are taught to criticize Egypt’s historical peace process with Israel. Within this context, a factual 
sentence discussing the normalization of political and economic relations between the two countries 
was recently removed. The peace treaty with Jordan is no longer taught. 

• The importance of equal rights and opportunities, as well as respect for social, ethnic, cultural and religious 
differences, is emphasized in textbooks in all subjects. Religious coexistence and the rights of women, children 
and the disabled are included. 

o The report’s executive summary and conclusion state that these values of diversity, inclusion and 
religious coexistence are only extended within Palestinian society. “They do not apply these notions to 
Israel and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict” and not towards Jews (p. 3, 171), who are demonized and 
dehumanized. 

o The report documents numerous antisemitic motifs in lessons that demonize Jews as a collective in 
Islamic studies books; this includes attributing motives of treachery and greed in the dawn of Islam and 
applying those attributes to Jews in the modern context. 

o PA textbooks explicitly refute any Jewish religious or historical connection to Jerusalem or the rest of 
the area; they accuse modern Jews of fabricating archeological evidence in an effort to Judaize and 
usurp the sites from their rightful Palestinian heirs (p. 98). 

• In the mathematics and science textbooks, examples and problems are used that draw on the everyday life of 
Palestinians, so-called «real-life connection». Five percent of these can be directly linked to the Middle East 
conflict. Of these, tasks can be interpreted as both escalating and non-escalating. The fact that the textbooks 
discuss the occupation and its consequences reflects the reality as it is experienced by Palestinian children, 
according to GEI. 

o The report’s executive summary and conclusion state that violent examples appearing in science and 
math textbooks as Real-life Connections (RLC) are conflict-oriented in gratuitous ways which carry 
“escalatory potential,” described as “objectionable,” and “intensify feelings of animosity and anger… 
and therefore do not serve to mitigate feelings of hatred towards the ‘other’.” (p. 5, 173). 

o Having only five percent of conflict-oriented discourse has zero bearing on the destructive potential of 
the lessons themselves. In fact, it shows that one in twenty lessons of math and science will feature 
conflict discourse and foster negative feelings toward Israelis. 

o The guide GEI referenced (p. 124) on using real-life connections explicitly states that they are not to be 
used to illustrate or promote hate and violence (p. 41). 
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2. Reallocating funding to Palestinian education sector despite acknowledging “Continuous and problematic 
content still worthy of criticism,” no changes in the 2021-22 textbooks 

In 2020, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs withheld NOK 30 million in budget support to the Palestinian education 
sector, pending the findings of the EU’s report on Palestinian textbooks. Following the report’s publication, then 
State Secretary in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Audun Halvorsen, said: "Payment of withheld funds will depend on 
sufficient will and ability of the Palestinian Authority to improve the curriculum."  

For the first time, the PA has not created or issued new textbooks for the current 2021-22 school year – meaning 
that all remaining problematic lessons identified by the GEI report and IMPACT-se research featured in Aftenposten 
newspaper are still being taught to students. This contradicts assurances made by Palestinian Prime Minister 
Shtayyeh to Norway’s Foreign Minister that improvements would be made in accordance with the findings of the 
GEI report and the ongoing dialogue between the PA and its international partners.  

Books printed for the 2021-22 school year are identical to those from the previous year, even bearing the seal from 
the Ministry of Education (MoE) on the copyright page that these are 2020-21 books, and in some cases, even those 
from 2019-20. This is also the case for digital versions of the textbooks available on the MoE’s three online 
platforms (Rawafed, Elearn, and PCDC). This is consistent with multiple statements by Palestinian Prime Minister 
Shtayyeh that the PA rejects calls to conform its textbooks to international standards.  

Despite acknowledging continuous and problematic content still worthy of criticism, the MFA now confirms that 
funding for PA education was reallocated on 11 October by then Minister of Foreign Affairs, Ine Eriksen Søreide 
(three days before the change of government). The then Minister commented on this, saying that Norway can 
continue to fund Palestinian education while demanding improvements, despite the current teaching of the below 
examples, which have not been removed. 

 

3. Examples currently taught in Palestinian textbooks with Norwegian aid 

*Click blue text for images of the examples and their English translations from the original textbooks 

Antisemitism 

Antisemitic canards such as that Jews control finance, the media and politics and that Jews are corrupt and doomed 
to “annihilation” are taught to students. Images include an arm with a Star of David holding a globe. Antisemitic 
grading instructions tell teachers to deduct points from students who fail to “tie the perpetration of Zionist 
massacres to Jewish religious thought.” Jews are understood to be the “enemies of Islam in all times and places” 
and are characterized as sinful liars and fraudsters. Well-known antisemites are presented as heroes. 

Incitement to violence and glorification of terrorism and martyrdom 

The 1972 Munich Massacre is openly endorsed. Terrorists such as Dalal Mughrabi are glorified as role models. 
Arabic language is taught through a violent and gruesome story promoting suicide bombings in which Palestinians 
“cut the necks of enemy soldiers” and “wore explosive belts.” First graders are taught the words shahid (martyr), 
hujum (attack) and harab (run away) in a reading exercise. Jihad “for the liberation of Palestine” is presented as a 
“private obligation for every Muslim.” In fifth grade, dying is described as preferable to living, in a chapter glorifying 
Palestinian martyrs. 

Violence in science and math 

Incitement to violence and hate infiltrate even the science and math textbooks. Among other examples, Newton’s 
Second Law is taught through the use of a slingshot through the image of a violent confrontation. Calculus is taught 
by counting the number of martyrs in Palestinian uprisings, including those who have led suicide bombings on buses 
and shopping centres. 
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4. Norwegian aid directly funds the drafting and production of the Palestinian curriculum 
According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs grant's portal, Norway annually grants NOK 55 million from 2019-
2022 for a total of NOK 220,000,000 million of direct bilateral aid to the Palestinian Ministry of Education for 
its “Education Sector Strategic Plan 2017-2022”,which clearly states (p. 129-130) that the strategy includes 
“Reforming and developing the education curricula.” The aid package is not project-based. It states specifically that 
aid is bilateral and goes to the Palestinian Education Ministry for development of the Education Sector Strategic Plan 
2017-2022, which includes “developing curricula.” Moreover, other Norwegian funding of schools that teach hate, 
funding transport for students to study hate, and funding of training of teachers that teach hate is unjustified. The 
aid is fungible and can be moved around. 

5. Failure to understand the GEI Report, verify claims: 

The comments of the MFA on the report by GEI reflect a careful selection of information from the report’s Executive 
Summary. For example, while some information about human rights education and religious tolerance is expressed 
by the MFA, parallel criticisms in the same paragraph or sentence of the report are not. More importantly, one of 
the main criticisms of the GEI report has consistently been that the Executive Summary is incongruent with the body 
of the report, with the former making claims that are never proven or shown in the latter.  

The GEI is a well-known and respected institute in the field of textbook analysis, but there are caveats expressed in 
the report itself that highlight where it falls short of providing a complete and accurate picture – all of which should 
have been known and/or articulated by the MFA. Only a small sample of PA textbooks were analyzed in this review 
(43%), the report only features a handful of examples from certain books, GEI acknowledged that some data on 
problematic content was consciously omitted, and more.  

6. Are the PA and Europe on the Same Page?: 

Assurances have been made by Norway, the European Commission, and other European supporters of Palestinian 
education, that bilateral engagement with the PA shows them to be receptive and open to making changes – those 
with knowledge of the Arabic language can clearly see otherwise. Palestinian Prime Minister Shtayyeh has 
repeatedly refused to make substantive changes to the PA curriculum, and rejected the findings of the GEI report, 
saying Palestinian textbooks cannot be judged by foreign standards. Promises of improvements are quickly being 
overshadowed by evidence to the contrary. Now, two months into the 2021-22 school year, the PA has not released 
new textbooks as they normally do on an annual basis, meaning that material flagged as problematic in the GEI 
report is currently being taught to Palestinian students and in fact, no positive changes have been made.  

7. New Problematic Content Produced in August 2021 After Publication of GEI Report 

Since the beginning of the 2021-22 school year, the PA Ministry of Education (MoE) released supplementary study 
cards to accompany their textbooks – lessons in these cards clearly show that the PA is still committed to teaching 
material that violates UNESCO standards. The MoE produced new educational content in August 2021 – two sets of 
“study cards” designed to supplement the textbooks currently in use. Overall, the MoE produced between 6,000 
and 10,000 new pages of material; IMPACT-se is still in the process of analyzing this corpus, which is roughly equal 
in size to all the textbooks in the curriculum. An initial sample shows these study cards both direct students to and 
repeat lessons identified in PA textbooks that blatantly violate UNESCO standards: 

• Teaching “Jihad for the liberation of Palestine is a private obligation for every Muslim” 

• Teaching that those who die as martyrs killing infidels, will receive grace and be greatly rewarded 

• Calling directly for violence through Jihad against Israelis at the al Aqsa Mosque 

• Directing students to an antisemitic drawing of a hand with a star of David holding a globe 

• Using a slingshot (with an image from the intifada) to teach laws of physics 

• Erasing Israel entirely from maps in teaching geography lessons on the borders of Palestine 

• Glorifying the founder of the violent Jihadi movement in Palestine Izz ad-Din al-Qassam, after which the 
military wing of the Hamas terror organization is named 

• Teaching the Geneva Convention with an image of corpses, accusing Israel of mass murder 
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