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Alan Flashman MD 

The Children of Israel – 1  

Children’s Rights, “Children at Risk” 

The State of Israel duly ratified the U.N. Convention on the Rights of Children of 1989  by 1991, 

25 years ago. In this blog I will have a look at some of the ways that the rights of children are 

handled in Israel today. It is worth pointing out here for comparison that the USA is the only 

nation to have signed but never to have ratified the Convention. The State of Palestine ratified in 

2014. [See https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=IV-

11&chapter=4&lang=en]  

Let me begin with a brief introduction. Elisabeth Young-Bruehl’s important and well-researched 

work Childism appeared in January, 2013, just after her untimely death. Young-Bruehl, an avid 

“Social-Democrat” with a lively blog, was Hannah Arendt’s special student and later biographer. 

She later became a psychoanalyst and wrote a masterful and largely neglected biography of Anna 

Freud. She wrote brilliantly, combining insights from social theory and psychoanalysis, on 

prejudices, feminism and “cherishment.” In her last work she took up the failure of American 

society to recognize and protect the basic rights of children. This prejudice against children she 

called “Childism.” 

In this blog I want to explore the presence of “Childism” in the State of Israel. This issue is 

virtually unknown in Israel, as I will illustrate with the following tale. Just after Young-Bruehl’s 

death, I posted a notice on my personal blog (in Hebrew, 

https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2012/09/childism-2012-final.pdf ) suggesting the 

importance of this analysis to Israeli civil and governmental society. My post was mentioned in 

the press, in the parenting section. I was then invited to speak on a rather popular and well-

regarded radio show. Invited with me was a public figure, a well-paid functionary who directs a 

national “Council for Child Well-being.” He is a whole lot better at using up radio time than I, 

and dominated the “discussion” with some ravings about hotels that do not permit children. Of 

https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=IV-11&chapter=4&lang=en
https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=IV-11&chapter=4&lang=en
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course, he had not bothered to read Childism, so he trivialized it instead of becoming curious or 

allowing a real discussion. I did learn an oblique lesson from this experience, viz not to accept 

radio invitations without checking who else will be speaking. 

The U.N. Convention clearly defines a triple obligation of a society to its children: protection, 

provision and  participation. In this first discussion, I wish to examine Israel’s protection of 

children in both theory (law) and practice. Let me first consider a devastating critique of the 

Child Protection Law that was included in an opinion of then District Court Justice Yitzhak 

Amit, who was promoted to the Supreme Court shortly thereafter and continues to be one of 

Israel’s outstanding jurists. The decision itself regarded a high-profile case in which a young 

adolescent was released from involuntary psychiatric hospitalization to his mother who has taken 

him to Tibet to learn Tibetan Buddhism. (Details of the case can be found in my Losing It: 

Second Thoughts on Six Decades in Psychiatry, Hadassa Word Press, 2015, pp. 120-126.) 

Justice Amit concludes his opinion in these words (my translation) 

(http://www.abiliko.co.il/index2.php?id=3516&lang=HEB): 

The Law of Minors (Child Protection Law) is an archaic piece of patchwork. Its language 

is unclear, as one example let me cite the fact that the whole issue of declaring a child a 

ward of the State (Hebrew: Katin Nizkak) does not appear explicitly in the statute. From a 

literal reading of section 62 of the statute one could conclude that any child whose life is 

medically endangered could be constituted a Ward of the State. It is high time that the 

legislature, who bears the responsibility for lawmaking, commit itself by drafting a new 

law.  [The legislature has not stepped up to this challenge in the seven years since it was 

published – AF] 

The Israeli law, similar to the American laws critiqued by Young-Bruehl, places unbalanced 

weight on “protection” to the detriment of “provision” and “participation.” By this I mean that a 

vague and overly general definition of a child “at risk” suggests that the State may intervene one-

sidedly to “protect from risk” without considering that such protection may damage the fabric of 

parental “provision” of care in which the child “participates.” In the case in question, the State 

mandated involuntary psychiatric hospitalization as “protection” without considering the harm 

done to “provision” and “participation” of the child’s natural guardian, his mother. 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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In recent years indeed more and more cases have come to my intention where social workers 

trained and employed by the Department of Welfare have used this archaic law to ask courts 

(usually successfully) to declare a child as “katin nizkak” solely on the basis of the child’s 

medical or social challenge, without producing convincing evidence that the parents cannot 

provide for their child. In extreme cases the motion is brought even where parents refuse 

treatment with Ritalin as suggested by a neurologist who has examined the child briefly and as 

insisted upon by an educational facility. The threat may even become removal of the child from 

his home to “protect” him from parental “neglect” in failure to comply with medical opinion. 

Such Orwellian situations may astound and deeply trouble the reader unfamiliar with these 

occurrences. Here I would like to suggest a more general framework for understanding such 

obvious and absurd injustices. As I have suggested in Losing It in some detail, Israeli society 

suffers from some of the deepest woes of “governmentality.” This term, coined by Michel 

Foucault, refers to a way of going about things (“dispotif” in Foucault’s terminology) in which 

the “population” of citizens is regarded by the State as a resource for the economic and security 

functions that the State requires in order balance the economic and security resources of 

neighboring states. As Foucault points out, this dispotif arose after the European states 

determined to co-exist without struggling with each other over the rights of the Emperor, in the 

Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. Prior to this, the would-be “emperors” were committed at least in 

theory to the Judaeo-Christian “pastoral” dispotif according to which the Emperor was personally 

responsible for the spiritual well-being (“salvation”) of each individual citizen. Now the reader 

will immediately notice that no State ever openly professes to “utilize” its population, as any 

American can see in an election year. All candidates speak “pastorally,” but none enact anything 

pastoral after being elected.  

The State of Israel speaks of children in this duality. There are endless proclamations about 

investing in the welfare of children. The Child Protection Law itself uses language regarding 

saving children from dangers. However, Israel has become a notorious outlier in the OECD in 

terms of investment in services for children, educational and otherwise. The controversies 

regarding the Ultra-Orthodox (Haredi) communities reveal the State’s sense of entitlement to 

mine the resources of children when plans are drafted (never enacted exactly) to force Haredi 

children into military (security) and occupational (economic) activity. The Child Protection Law 
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is one example of the State “protecting” children from dangers to their ability to serve security 

and economic function. The assumption of course is that since the State never loses sight of its 

needs for such functions, the State would create environments precisely designed for these 

functions more reliably than parents, whose commitment just might be more pastoral (“grow up 

to be happy”). As a result, it will be precisely at points where parents deviate from the State’s 

plans for their children that the State would trump the parents’ determinations of what is best for 

their children. 

Here we can see where the Child Protection Law is actually illegal since it conflicts with the 

U.N. Convention. I would suggest that the Convention sought to correct the excesses of 

governmentality with regard to children.  As Young-Bruehl points out, provision and 

participation tend to the parental side of the equation. Almost all children except in extreme 

cases prefer that their parents look out for the, provide for them and listen to them. Therefore, the 

State would be mandated to help the parents to do a better job for their children, to provide help 

and participation for parents in a treatment plan to better protect children. Israel’s strange law 

and unfortunately its growing practice does the opposite, claiming that the State needs to protect 

children from risks and from their parents. The idea that the State knows better than parents, I 

am suggesting, is not a pure culture of chauvinism as Young-Bruehl suggests, men determining 

ideology and women burdened with practice. I think it is useful to see the Child Protection Law 

as an expression of governmentality. According to this “logic,” only the State can be trusted with 

an unswerving commitment to fashioning the population it requires out of its children. 

In future contributions I propose to discuss this “governmentality of children” with regard to 

educational practice, mental health services, training of social workers, divorce practice, 

interventions with the Ultra-Orthodox, attitudes towards adolescents and many more relevant 

issues. 
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The Children of Israel – 2 

Ritalin – Right or Wrong? 

In the first blog, I noted that once Israel ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Children, all 

children are entitled by law to be protected, to have their developmental needs provided for and 

to be allowed participation in decisions made on their behalf. Let me describe what I consider 

best practice regarding children who are inattentive at school and may benefit from Ritalin. I will 

place in parentheses the aspects of the child’s rights that are respected in such practice: 

Allon is seen for an hour or two and establishes contact with a child psychiatrist and to 

consider carefully whether anxiety, depression or family tensions may be at the root of 

his inattention (provision). Allon’s parents are seen for an additional hour. Now Allon is 

told, “Would you like to try to find a way to be better focused in class? At home? If you 

would like to try this pill, you will know very quickly if it suites you. You will also know 

very quickly if it is not right for you(provision, participation). Now, this little white pill 

certainly cannot make attention. Only you can make attention. And at some point you 

will probably want to see if you can pay attention even without Ritalin. When you want 

to try this, tell me and we will make the try together. We can do it more than once 

(provision, participation). 

“When medicine is like science, it knows the past, not the future. SO we are making an 

experiment, we agree it is worth a try. You are the director of this experiment; I and your 

parents are your advisors. At any time, you may say that you are not satisfied with the 

experiment and we will stop this particular pill (participation). 

“You can start with ½ pill the first day. Every day increase by ½ pill until you feel you 

are getting the kind of help you want. Be in touch with me by phone to let me know every 

day or so how you are feeling and as partners we can decide on the next step. We will get 

to the right morning dose together. Then you will tell me if the kind of result that you like 

in the morning would be worth trying to get in the afternoon. I will help you to figure out 

the best way to get to this (provision, participation). 

,%20http:/blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-children-of-israel-1-childrens-rights-children-at-risk/
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You and your parents may prefer to try alternative approaches before trying Ritalin, 

There are several natural approaches including Chinese herbs; dietary supplements and 

neurofeedback. Let us decide together what to try in what order (provision, participation). 

“In addition to what you can do, we will have a careful look at what the school could be 

doing better to make how it teaches you be better suited to you.” 

Just how far this practice deviates from the reality for many children in Israel can be seen by the 

following (composite) description of a family’s experience. Again in parentheses I note which of 

the child’s rights are being violated. 

“We think Allon just doesn’t like his third grade teacher and she seems not to like him. 

He was fine until now. He bothered the class discipline a bit and suddenly she says she’s 

sure he needs Ritalin (failure of protection, provision and participation). We told her we 

differ but then we were invited to speak with the school psychologist who said that for 

sure he has ADD (failure of provision) and had better see a neurologist as soon as 

possible. The school suggested on particular neurologist who is an expert in this area. We 

understand that more than 9 out of 10 kids who go to this neurologist get Ritalin (failure 

of provision and participation). The neurologist read the teacher’s checklist, talked to 

Allon with us for 10 minutes and sat him at a computer (failure of provision and 

participation). The computer results were ADD, we were given a prescription for Ritalin 

20 mg Long Acting and told to come back in 6 months (failure of provision and 

participation). Allon feels queasy with the Ritalin and says it slows him down (failure of 

protection). We talked with the family doctor who said we could try another Ritalin if we 

wished (failure of provision).” 

Parents residing in the USA may recognize this last scenario as all too familiar, but then, as I 

pointed out in the last blog, the USA never ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of 

Children, but Israel did, and a full 25 years ago. 

I became “board certified” in pediatrics in the USA a full 35 years ago, and in child psychiatry 

two years later. Let me be clear how I view this very unusual medical issue. On the one hand, I 

agree with those physicians who see very little reliable science in the “Attention Deficit” 

diagnosis. On the other hand, I have seen many children helped by Ritalin or other stimulants to 
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achieve a more favorable developmental result in terms of intellectual function and emotional 

self-confidence and self-worth.  That is why I see the issue as mainly an “experiment” in each 

case. There is little to lose from a brief trial of Ritalin. There is a great deal to lose in making a 

“diagnosis” as if it is certain that Ritalin and only Ritalin could properly fix an inadequate brain 

(that is the way children often interpret their “diagnosis” if the issue is not mediated properly).  

In the case of Ritalin, best medical practice and insistence upon the child’s rights go hand in 

hand. I would like to consider here what we may learn about the status of children in the State of 

Israel today from the widespread suboptimal practice that abrogates their legal rights. 

Scarcity of resources would be the first “explanation.” Israeli medical personnel cannot cope 

with the flood of referrals and have to cut corners. To my mind this explanation comes up short. 

How shall we explain this “flood” of referrals since about 1995? Do we not have a circle here, 

the overly quick diagnoses themselves opening the flood gates? 

I believe a more complete explanation is rooted in the educational system, with the “medical” 

practice mainly a by-product. Over the last two decades Israel has become an OECD outlier in its 

investment in education. The unbelievably low salaries and high work load (including 

overcrowded classrooms) produce a negative motivation for capable young people to pursue a 

career in education. The “economy” of Israel is popularized as one of “hi-tech” and that is where 

young people feel some hope of success and recognition. Some journalists began to suspect that 

the government’s management of the last teacher’s strike suggested an interest in actually 

increasing the gap between the public education sector and the private, another expression of the 

peculiar logic of the last several governments’ policies that make the gap between rich and poor 

in Israel another OECD outlier.  

According to the possible “logic” behind these recent trends, the public educational system does 

not serve its supposed classical function of providing educational opportunity to all children. 

Rather, this system widens the gap of resources already in childhood. The schools serve to 

concentrate “wealth” in the sense of educational resources. The “result” that richer kids “do 

better” would look like a justification for the concentration of “success” among the better 

endowed sector. 
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Suboptimal treatment with Ritalin then serves as a discriminator, not as an equalizer. This is a 

description of how things are operate in fact, a ”dispotif” in the terminology of social critic 

Michel Foucault, with whom I engaged in a book-length virtual “discussion” of my experiences 

in mental health in my recent Losing It (Hadassa Word Press, 2015). Optimal practice with 

Ritalin would be an equalizer, a tool worth trying if the results would be equalizing, i.e. a 

happier more successful camper. But suboptimal Ritalin practice works in just the opposite 

direction. The teacher needs something to quiet down the less attentive kids in an overcrowded 

classroom. The “diagnosis” effectively “blames the victim” – the class, teacher, Minister of 

Education are all fine, but your brain is not, Sonny.  The school can virtually force you to take 

this pill, without any feedback regarding its result or even its precise dosing. It really does not 

matter if it makes you learn or not, as long as it makes the classroom more tolerable. 

These unfortunate (or perhaps highly desirable to someone) results are of course familiar to 

Americans of my generation. The year 1978 signified a complete shutdown of the suboptimal 

practice of Ritalin for about five years. Dinosaurs like me recall it well. The first 20 year studies 

of the results of Ritalin for MBD (that it what it was called then –Minimal Brain Damage) 

showed that the treated kids were quieter but did not learn and many of them were on the street 

or disturbed. In addition, studies suggested that taking Ritalin cut your height a bit. Finally, the 

“paradoxical effect” that justified the use of Ritalin, (on the logic that if a stimulant could quiet 

you down “paradoxically” that very fact proved the diagnosis) was shown to be the scientific and 

methodological equivalent of bullshit.  

But there was more. MBD was at the time supposedly a disorder especially of premature babies 

who were presumable hypoxic early on. And where were the bulk of preemies in the big cities? –

In the minority ghettoes where adolescent pregnancy was rife and prenatal care sorely lacking. 

And of course, where the schools were overcrowded and barely functioning. The proportion of 

kids in these schools who were getting Ritalin was approaching 20%!  So “we doctors” found out 

that the ghetto felt that we were “pushing speed” on all their kids to shut up the protest about 

terribly unequal medical and educational services – and turning them into “shrimps” at that!. 

The result was “politically unsustainable” and Ritalin was barely prescribed for half a decade. 

Ritalin is not the issue. Even “Big Pharma” profits are not the issue. Used properly, in optimal 

provision and participation with the child and his family, it can produce favorable results and 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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serve as an equalizer and even organize people to insist on a change in priorities in educational 

investment. What is of interest here is that the very fact that the suboptimal use of Ritalin 

tramples the rights of children serves as well as a warning regarding the social and economic 

policies that many have claimed inform the budgets of the governments of the last two decades. 

Attention to the rights of children then becomes a marker, and a possible instrument of social 

protest and change. 
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The Children of Israel – 3 

 “No Weeds for Kids” 

The world medical community has come to recognize the therapeutic value of two plants, 

hypericum and cannabis. Children in Israel are almost entirely denied access to both plants. 

In the case of hypericum, Israel is a world outlier. Hypericum Perforata (St. John’s Wort in 

English) is a plant that grows nearly word-wide. It was recognized for calming qualities for at 

least two thousand years and was part of the pharmacopeia in the nineteenth century. In the late 

1990’s a simple alcohol extract was standardized in Europe and tried in cases of mild to 

moderate (not requiring hospitalization) depression. The extract was no less successful than the 

standard-bearing SSRI medications and with almost no side effects. The extract was studied with 

favorable outcome in the U.K., and results were reported in the prestigious British Journal of 

Psychiatry. Word spread to the USA where a potential rise in price was thwarted when the 

hypericum.com internet page set a price of 10 cents per 300 mg pill. Since then the price in the 

USA has settled at around 7-8 cents per pill. There are dozens of preparations allowed in the 

USA by the FDA, all over the counter, including a liquid preparation appropriate for children. 

Predictably, the US psychiatric establishment tended towards skepticism. NIMH wasted tax-

payer money demonstrating hypericum’s inefficacy in hospitalized patients when there had never 

been a claim that it would be effective in that population. There was an attempt exaggerate the 

fact hypericum may interfere with the metabolism of some other drugs. People suffering from 

advanced cancer and AIDS tended to be pretty sad and would try hypericum to boost their 

moods. Some of these people ran a complication of drugs whose blood levels were altered. There 

was a media push to make this a basis for limiting the availability of hypericum, but no one, 

including the FDA was convinced. 

No one except the National Pharmacist responsible for OTC agents in the sovereign state of – 

you guessed it – Israel. I had learned about hypericum in what we used to call in medical school 

The New York Times Journal of Medicine around 1998. My initial experience was that the then 

OTC available preparations in Israel were quite effective in many cases of depression, anxiety 

and even OCD. I started to use hypericum as a first choice, and move to SSRIs only as needed. 

Imagine my surprise that in about 2000 hypericum disappeared from the shelves in one state and 
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one state only, my state, Chelm, - oops, Israel. I enquired and argued with the State Pharmacists 

to no avail. I was informed that medical research had proven it was potentially of significant 

danger and hence not OTC, but there was not enough medical research to prove it effective and 

hence license it as a prescription drug. I even succeeded in getting a piece to appear in the health 

section of one newspaper asking, “If it is not a plant and not a medicine, what is it?”  The fact 

that hypericum grows wild in the Holy Land and a whole field is described in S. Yizhar’s classic 

novel of the War of Independence Days of Ziklag (from page 373 in the Hebrew version) 

impressed no one. The year 2000 heralded the Second Intifada, and with buses blowing up all 

over Israel, something that could aid with anxiety seemed a high priority, but I had to have 

people import from Germany and pay five times the going rate.  

Then in 2007, with the Intifada quieting down, the State Pharmacist for Prescription Medications 

determined that hypericum could be allowed into Israel as a prescription drug, but only one form 

would be allowed. This form, going by the trade name REMOTIV (Zeller, Switzerland) was 

claimed to be better standardized (everyone knows that a Swiss cow produces more precisely 

standardized dung than just any cow). In addition, the argument went that the terrible fear of 

altering drug metabolism – a fear that impressed no one else in the world – would be lessened 

with REMOTIV because this extract concentrated what was then thought to be the active and 

effective chemical, called hypericin, but did not concentrate the hyperforin chemical that was felt 

responsible for altering drug metabolism and was not felt to be effective. I had been making 

more use of this herb by importation than my colleagues, so RAFA, the company responsible for 

the importation, pleaded with me to come to a televised meeting where this product would be 

launched. I demurred, suggesting that my presence would more likely result in a sinking. I 

simply do not hang with the right psychiatrists. 

Children were formally and informally excluded from the good REMOTIV news. The package 

insert declared that this was a medicine not approved below the age of 11. It was also imported 

in the form of large hard to swallow and hard to cut (a pill-cutter in colloquial Hebrew is a 

“guillotine”) pill first of 250 then of 500 mg, while a starting child’s dose might be 75 or 100 

mg. Adults too were highly discouraged both by psychiatrists who seemed to “know” that it was 

“weak”, and by State policy that somehow created a “scientific” determination that the maximal 

dose was to be 500 or 1000 mg. This was a strange statement to make about an herbal extract 
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that in my experience – and that of the entire internet– would on the average start at 900 mg per 

day for an adult but could empirically come to several grams in individual cases with no 

untoward effect. It began to occur to me that perhaps RAFA knew whom to invite to the 

“sinking,” which nonetheless proceeded apace without me. 

By 2015 it became clear that hyperforin, the chemical missing in REMOTIV, is considered by 

most researchers to be the active and effective agent countering depression and anxiety. So now 

Israelis – a population unaware of their pharmacological captivity – needed a prescription for an 

ineffective form of what the rest of the planet was using freely with substantial benefit.  

I work in Beer Sheba, in the South. Many families come to me from Sderot and the Gaza border. 

There is no child psychiatrist working in that entire area. The population has been through three 

successive military operations which included massive missile attacks from Gaza on the entire 

civilian population. Add to that nearly two decades of unrest and “occasional” (better, perpetual) 

explosives falling from the sky, and you have an entire generation whose physical security has 

been eroded. In my professional experience, there is no better approach to preventing the 

development of post-traumatic syndromes among children and their families than the regular use 

of the entirely harmless herb hypericum. In the USA security forces often make use of 

hypericum after being exposed to stressful and dangerous situations. Yet the entire population of 

Israel’s bombarded South – including an entire generation of children – are denied useful access 

to this treatment. In my most absurd case, a child in Ashkelon began to show new signs of post-

trauma after the last Gazan campaign. One sign was inattention. The child had been exposed to a 

missile “falling” i.e. exploding near his home. His neurologist, who lives nearby and was equally 

exposed, saw only the inattention, ignored the explosion, and prescribed Ritalin. Of course, the 

post-traumatic emotional tension worsened. In consultation, I stopped the Ritalin, saw the 

(obvious) post-trauma and was able to help the child greatly with quasi-legal imported 

hypericum. 

The second and far more famous weed conundrum in Israel involves “Medical Marijuana.” The 

absurdities here are even deeper. As everyone knows, President Nixon attempted to criminalize 

the generation (my generation) of anti-war protesters by waging the War on Drugs against 

marijuana. As no one in Israel recalls , Israel was required to fight the identical “good” fight by a 

stipulation of the Foreign Aid Bill. (I have this on the unquestionable of authority of my dear 
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friend, the late Gary Rubin z”l.) Since Israel had neither a cannabis problem nor anyone anti-war, 

the government simply made this stipulation law without anyone knowing or caring, and with no 

public debate, ever. Time went on, the War on Drugs grew in budget and bogus research, and by 

a decade later Israel was convinced that fighting marijuana use was a social and scientific 

necessity. Thankfully, the previous Netanyahu attempt to privatize the penal system was resisted, 

so Israel never reached the horrible extremes that America is finally backing away from. But, 

believe it or not, most of the Israeli medical establishment came to regard marijuana as a 

dangerous substance, in particular buying the “gateway” claim that has now been conclusively 

debunked.  

In the meantime, it was in Israel that Professor Rafael Meshullam gained worldwide fame for his 

biochemical characterization of the different active components of marijuana, especially THC 

and CBD. Around 2008-9 Israel allowed the creation of a medical marijuana unit. The first 

clients were largely post-traumatic soldiers and patients suffering chronic pain or cancer. The 

single psychiatrist responsible for the unit granted “license” to use medical marijuana based upon 

his personal judgement, and in some cases personal influence. There were doctors who were 

closer or more distant from the plate, and patients treated accordingly. That physician is now 

under investigation for alleged sexual misconduct with people under his care. The unit was 

“rationalized” a few years back and became much less user-friendly. For example, someone 

decided that no licenses would be issued for growing, only for possession and use. Now at first 

there were too few growers and clients who had the know-how to grow their own weed were 

more than welcome. It would seem pretty obvious that in the interests of continuity of care, 

someone already growing - a small number at any rate – could continue. But no, the new non-

medical director ordered the physician (in this case me) to change the treatment plan which 

included the occupational aspect of growing, for purely administrative reasons that were never 

transparent. In addition, some secret group of “experts” made all sorts of determinations about 

“indications” for a license. One such outrageous group of determinations included the idea that 

no one suffering from PTSD could apply for a license until he had suffered for a full three years, 

had achieved 30% disability, and had failed with two medication and psychotherapy treatments. 

This of course has no scientific basis and flies in the face of the well-known “intervene as early 

and as effectively as possible” rule for trauma. A soldier traumatized in “Preventive Edge” was 

refused a license because he had not been messed up long enough! 

http://forward.com/news/obituaries/8728/gary-rubin-passionate-advocate-for-underprivil/
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Children are especially left out of the possible benefits of medical marijuana. The operating 

assumption – not scientifically based – is that all marijuana chemicals, including CBD (which 

calms inflammation and does not create any “high”) is a potential danger to a developing brain. 

The only scientific fact is this assumption is that children possess developing brains. Children 

cannot be treated for post-trauma. In rare cases a child with severe epilepsy can receive a license. 

I do not think that children with Tourette’s syndrome can even apply, even though the medical 

management is notoriously limited. A rare autistic child with severe unremitting aggressive 

behavior may be granted a license on appeal from an automatic refusal by a board that includes 

no one competent to treat behavior disorders in autistic children. Adolescents with post-trauma 

from domestic abuse cannot apply and if they self-treat they are still at risk for being 

criminalized! The War on Drugs actually hired me to teach master level social work students not 

to freak out about cannabis use among adolescents and to work more on alcohol and Nice Guy 

while medical marijuana is denied them because their brain is developing. 

When it comes to these “weeds”, children are “protected” from treatments that could help them 

by anonymous officials whose training in child mental health is scant. The rights of children 

under the 1989 UN Convention on the Rights of Children for provision of medical care, let alone 

participation in these decisions, are trampled. What does this teach us about children in Israel 

today? I think that in these cases children were simply ignored. I do not think that the decision-

making process about hypericum and marijuana paid any attention to children. They were 

invisible. 

Invisible children constitute a certain kind of “childism”, the term coined by the late Elisabeth 

Young-Bruehl. In her penetrating earlier study of The Anatomy of Prejudices (Harvard U. Press, 

1996) Young-Bruehl makes the case for three different kinds of prejudice. The first, that of Nazis 

against Jews, strives to purify one group by annihilating another. A good Nazi hates Jews even 

though he has never met one. A second prejudice, that of whites against blacks in America, is 

“erotic.” Here there is need for the presence of the black in order to provide the white with the 

sadistic pleasure in emotional or physical torture. Since pleasure requires the presence of the 

victim, the Klan never wished to annihilate blacks. The third form of prejudice is that of erasure. 

This is the form taken by males over females, claiming that the female is “erased” in the sense 

that either her needs are the same as the males or so completely different that is either case, the 
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special aspects of her existence as a female can be neglected. It is this third form that I think is 

illustrated in the “no weeds for kids” case. Children are either subsumed under adult regulations 

or entirely excluded as being utterly different and not important enough for appropriate 

consideration. Invisible children are not relevant when big policies are being made. 

As I pointed out in Losing It (Hadassa Word Press, 2015), children naturally fall out of the 

“governmental dispotif” as proposed by Michel Foucault. In this way of going about things, the 

modern liberal state makes use of its populations to maintain equilibrium with its neighbors in 

the realms of security and economics. I suggested that the time that is relevant to this equilibrium 

is quite short; it needs to be maintained continuously and recalibrated in short intervals, probably 

by the quarterly economics of recent times. While children obviously will determine tomorrow’s 

equilibrium, their contribution is so remote from regular calculations that they fall out of the 

sight of macro-anything. It would require great foresight and a strong political will to invest 

resources in children when this investment will show in the quarterly red for many years.  And of 

course, children do not vote, so their interests have no direct representation. By its 1991 signing 

of the 1989 Convention, Israel committed itself de jure to a consideration of the impact on 

children of all policies. In fact, such a commitment has never been fulfilled. The lack of proper 

consideration of provision of hypericum and medical marijuana for children testifies to this 

erasure form of childism in the Israeli body politic. 

  

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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The Children of Israel – 4 

 “No Child Left Un-coded” – The Medicalization of Childhood 

Modern medical practice likes codes. For some reason, people may actually believe that there is 

something scientific about codes. Numbers seem to confirm some mathematical validity. In child 

mental health there are “criteria required” to gain a number, almost none of which are evidence-

based. The lists of criteria lend the impression of being rigorously systematic, belying the simple 

truth that they are sloppy and arbitrary. Diagnostic “coding” has nothing whatever to do with 

science and everything to do with the economics of health care. In the 1970’s health insurers 

created ”Diagnosis Related Groups” to justify limiting hospitalization coverage according to the 

diagnostic code. Mental health services joined the conundrum in the 1980’s with the DSM 

“bibles.” The DSMs managed to exclude any diagnosis that did not justify a medication. The last 

to go was “Hysterical Psychosis” which might have justified remuneration for talking to the 

patient. 

Limited to “in-house” mental health decisions, these codes do shorten discussion and 

communication, albeit at times at the cost of deeper thinking that defies coding. One would 

imagine that these codes would stop there, in the clinic or hospital. One would insist that privacy 

considerations would deny access to these codes to any but mental health professionals. One 

would be certain that no other public agencies would make any use of these codes - especially 

with children. 

But in the State of Israel one would be in for a rude shock. In fact the state agencies routinely 

demand mental health coding and make extensive use of the codes in decisions made “in the 

child’s best interests.” 

A number of mental health disabilities come with disability entitlements. The Social Security 

Agency will grant these entitlements only after receiving a properly coded application. 

Physicians are essentially forced to not only provide but also “justify” the code by listing the 

“criteria” that are present, so the person fits the profile. Since the entitlement is often rejected at 

the first hearing, lawyers are now routinely requiring psychiatrists who write opinions in support 

of an appeal motion to more or less “copy/paste” the criteria that justify the code. 
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The Ministry of Education goes one step further. It actually provides a list of the codes that 

justify “differential educational support.” A parents who wants a child mainstreamed, say from 

special educational classes to regular classes but with personal support, is required to provide a 

code from the list to justify this! Now the privacy of medical records in every modern state is 

carefully legislated. All the more so with mental health. Yet the Ministry of Education, to the 

best of my knowledge after many inquiries, requires what amounts to a coded mental health 

document despite the fact that it has no adequate provision for securing privacy. No one actually 

knows how these records are kept and who has access to them! 

 In terms of the function of disability and educational agencies, what is really necessary is a 

descriptive assessment of the child’s function, not diagnostic codes. There is no scientific 

justification for requiring purely medical – and psychiatric – coding in order to make a functional 

evaluation. It would seem that a child’s right to privacy simply does not exist in Israel. 

This raises a question best discussed in the context of the term dispotif coined and used 

extensively by the French social critic Michel Foucault. I have discussed various aspects of this 

term in my Losing It (Hadassa Word Press, 2015). The term invites an inquiry into the way 

things are actually handled in a given society. Foucault suggested that in the West, the European 

states moved from a “pastoral” to a “governmental” dispotif after the Treaty of Westphalia in 

1648. Continuous with the Christianized Roman Empire, the “pastoral” dispotif saw in the 

emperor the spiritual “shepherd” of the people, responsible for the salvation of each individual 

citizen of the Empire. That, of course, was “Plan A,” honored more in its breach than in its 

fulfillment. The European states fought their bloody wars over who got to be the emperor. After 

Westphalia, the states agreed that there would be no emperor and the modern “Westphalian” 

state emerged. Each state now required a balance with its neighbors that would ensure the 

sustainability of each state. In the forefront were the needs to keep security and wealth in 

balance. A new dispotif emerged that now used the population (a newly emergent term) to 

sustain the balance. People were in practice to ask not what such a state could do for them but 

how they could be used by the state. Many states made “pastoral” statements of intent (especially 

around election time) but the budgets were always “governmental” – ensuring that the population 

provide for the security and economic requirements of the state. 

http://cms.education.gov.il/NR/rdonlyres/95941A6F-EAA3-416F-A1B6-655AD565C2B6/200218/Unnamed.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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How do mental health codes figure here? Mental health is probably the most prominent 

representative of the “pastoral” promise. Sanity is the closest secularized equivalent of 

“salvation.” In the USA, for example, “pursuit of happiness” is an individual right, but it is not 

the state’s business to provide that happiness. Mental health, however, became the state’s 

business from about 1830. Once the state required a distinction between those citizens who 

disturbed the public space out of malice (criminals) and those who did so out of madness (the 

insane), the state required functionaries – not doctors at that time – who could tell the difference. 

Modern psychiatry emerged to fill the function within the governmental dispotif of creating two 

different kinds of asylums. But within each type of asylum, a pastoral dispotif emerged, striving 

to redeem the inmate. In the 19
th

 century psychiatric treatment and criminal rehabilitation looked 

very similar, since moral and political authority was assumed over the individual. Over time, the 

governmental dispotif reconnected, as criminals and patients were “put to work” for their own 

good but also to return them to the “work force” that the state required. When I was a boy living 

on the grounds of the immense Foxboro State Hospital, where my father worked as pathologist, 

the intricate muddle of pastoral and governmental was so thick that patients were both 

lobotomized (making their disturbances less costly to the state) and put to farming the huge 

fields to pay for some of this incarceration – all in the name of sanity. 

There was a brief flourishing of an alternative to this handling of mental health from the 1950’s 

to the 1980s in the USA. This different, far more “pastoral” function was led mainly by the 

psychoanalytic movement. Freud has created a different, more “pastoral” approach to metal 

health. In the USA, this was supported and funded so long as it promised governmental results. 

During this period, in which I was trained, the secrecy of any information regarding mental 

health was carefully protected. No one could fully engage in this treatment if it were not kept 

secret. Freud’s view of the individual and the state required a sort of “pastoral respite” from the 

demands of the state in order to allow the individual to become free of the neurotic complications 

which were partly created by the demands of the state. As such, total secrecy was not only a 

technical requirement for psychoanalysis; it was deeply enmeshed in its world-view. By the 

1970’s, psychoanalysis had not produced any measureable assets to the state’s security and 

wealth, and some of the anti-war sentiments were blamed on it. The brief “pastoral” flourishing 

of mental health in the USA was about to crash. 
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To put it bluntly, the governmental state is always to be suspected of using “pastoral” 

mental health claims to justify its governmental functions. Here we come to the “codes.” 

Since the 1980’s, Western (mainly USA) psychiatry has been making the yet to be redeemed 

claim that the way back to sanity is pharmacological (“Your pastor is your pill”). Evoking the yet 

to be proven precision of the right drug for every disorder, people needed to be precisely coded 

so that the “right” drug could save their sanity. Sure enough, psychiatric “research” became 

inundated with coded “RCT” [randomized controlled trials] studies, which usually were 

contradicted within 6 months and lost all validity every 5 years when a “meta-analysis” washed 

the slate clean. These studies required coding.  This would turn out to be a total failure of the 

“pastoral” claim. The codes never helped any patient. In the meantime reimbursement was 

“coded” usually to the detriment of the patient. There was nothing inherent in being coded and 

drugged that required anonymity, as there was in psychoanalysis. 

We can see in the state’s assumption of its access to mental health codes, that these codes are 

handled in reality (dispotif) as the property of the state, not the individual. Essentially, any 

possible “pastoral” meaning to the coding has been eliminated. Mental health practitioners have 

returned to being functionaries of the state, who are responsible for limiting the economic and 

security liabilities of deviant populations. In Israel, the psychoanalytic tradition survived 

somewhat longer than in the USA but is currently in a parallel if belated nose dive. It might be 

mentioned that some prominent analysts have been “peaceniks”. Psychiatry has become entirely 

biological and the only psychotherapies supported seriously are brief “Cognitive Behavioral 

Treatments”. None of these treatments inherently justify confidentiality; “CBT” is even 

“manualized”, one treatment for all.  

When I am required to report a diagnostic code of a child to her school, I am surrendering 

“mental health” to become a servant of state population policies. The individual and her need for 

confidentiality and freedom in order to engage in personal emotional treatment have been erased 

from the Israeli dispotif. I thought some readers might want to know this. 
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The Children of Israel 5 

 A Requiem for Child Therapy 

Psychotherapy for children was a significant and rather flexible set of procedures that were taken 

very seriously in the West from the early 20’s to the late 90’s of the 20
th

 century, a period of 

about eight decades. For most of the latter half of this period there was considerable interest in 

child therapy in Israel. 

While only the specialist can appreciate the differences between the different schools of child 

therapy, I would like to point out here the major similarities shared by most child therapists, 

particularly as they express a social attitude towards children. 

1. The child is listened to with the utmost seriousness and respect as an individual. 

2. Careful attention is given to the differences between how a child experiences and thinks 

and how adults experience and think. 

3. The child is offered a deep and prolonged emotional relationship with a clinician who 

sees the world – including the home and the school – through the child’s eyes. 

4. Deep respect is given to the child’s attachment to parents and their “return” from the 

therapeutic process to a deeper trust in her parents as far as possible. 

5. The therapy assumes an optimistic view of child development, that is, that a child will 

move towards favorable development once obstacles to such development are overcome. 

6. Therapy is directed towards development, and once development becomes more 

favorable it is assumed that the child will no longer require the therapy. 

I once summarized some of these points in a reader on Therapeutic Communication with 

Children that was published by the Ministry of Welfare in 2002 in Hebrew. At the time I did not 

realize I was composing an obituary. 

Some decade and a half later, child therapy has become all but erased from the options 

available to Israeli Children. I will first describe the current situation factually and then attempt 

an analysis of the transformation.  The facts include three factors: 

1. The “Reformation” in Mental Health Services 

https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/tcc-final.pdf
https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/tcc-final.pdf
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The new State of Israel made a political compromise in its establishment of health services. The 

dominant MAPAI  (Labor union) party assumed control of medical treatment services, according 

to Sutton’s Law (Willie Sutton, a notorious bank robber, when asked why he robbed banks 

answered famously and perhaps spuriously  “That’s where the money is.”) The socialist 

MAPAM party was given the Ministry of Health but was limited to preventive services. Some of 

the amusing results of this Kafkaesque arrangement can be found in my recent Losing It. Both 

sides were ambivalent about Mental Health, so it was divided down the middle. There were 

hospitalization and outpatient departments both in the MAPAI based Kupat Holim (HMOs) and 

in government facilities.  

For about four decades the fledgling State of Israel struggled to provide what was then 

considered proper mental health services for children. The Ministry’s Tipat Halav (“A Drop of 

Milk”) program assessed emotional development in early childhood. The Kupat Holim and 

Government clinics attempted to apply the state of the art treatments for troubled children. The 

Israel Institute of Psychoanalysis in Jerusalem maintained close ties with Anna Freud, one of the 

founders of child therapy and attempted to apply her new insights in child development to the 

Israeli context of mass immigration and recurrent trauma.  

For the last decade at least, all sides have been busy trying to get out of the mental health 

business. It should be noted that current PM Netanyahu, in his first brief stint as PM in 1996-98 

actually made an aborted attempt to create an American model (already globally recognized as a 

catastrophe) which would undermine universal health care and create non-insured populations. 

Since that time the government has consistently expressing its plan to cease to serve as a 

provider of mental health services. The Kupot Holim (there are four major HMOs currently) 

were to receive a budget to either pick up all mental health services or to now purchase them 

from the government clinics. After more than a decade of “negotiations” and “planning,” the 

“reformation” became a reality just about one year ago. It quickly became clear that the HMOs 

had made no adequate provisions for mental health, let alone child mental health services, so that 

the “reformation” was widely considered a bluff and a mechanism to drastically reduce mental 

health services, especially those for children. In reality, for the past year children in need of 

significant mental health services often have absolutely nowhere to turn. It is no secret that none 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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of the Kupot made any remotely adequate effort to train and recruit child therapists despite a 

decade “heads-up” on the change. 

2. The Silent Relocation of Child Mental Health into the Educational System 

For the last decade, the JDC (aka “Joint”) through its Ashalim division, engaged in a well-funded 

attempt to train guidance counselors to become mental health providers. For nearly ten years 

groups of about two dozen experienced guidance counsellors were given bi-weekly intensive 

training sessions with senior clinicians. The stated goal was to “empower” educational 

counsellors to diagnose and treat most emotional difficulties of school-age children. One 

publication based on yearly conferences of the program was entitled “The Strength of the 

Guidance Counsellor.” 

In parallel, but with no apparent coordination, the Education Ministry engaged in intensive 

training for Art Therapists who would find employment leading art therapy groups in the 

elementary schools. Here again senior clinicians were enlisted to create a cadre of clinically 

skilled therapists to treat mental health difficulties of children in the educational setting. 

When I relocated from New York to Beer Sheba in 1983 I set my purpose to create community 

mental health services for children in the Southern District. At the time, the established mental 

health providers gave such plans lip service alone and I left the public sector after less than two 

years of utter frustration. Some of the details of my experiences appear in Losing It. So one 

might imagine that when I was drafted into the training programs for what would on the surface 

appear to be a fulfillment of community services, I would feel greatly vindicated and fulfilled. 

This was to be only partly true. The guidance counsellors regularly pointed out that they did not 

have training as therapists, and that while they were glad to expand their skills to some extent, 

they required skilled mental health professionals with whom they could consult and to whom 

they could refer children and adolescents requiring more specialized care. Case after case that 

they presented in the training groups ran ashore when the participants realized that there were no 

such resources in the community available for such consultation or referral. Often trainees would 

state disappointment, at times indignation that they could well be trained to be a part of a 

community mental health network, but they could not expect to be the only part that actually 

existed. 

http://www.jdc.org/where-we-work/israel/?referrer=https://www.google.co.il/
https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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In a similar vein, the art therapists would regularly point out that their training and interest did 

not include making a clear diagnosis of the problem and that the generic group treatments that 

they could provide could well be a part of a community network, but could hardly be expected to 

be the only resource in existence. They also would regularly point out that not all children feel 

able to participate in mental health services within the school. The came to recognize – 

sometimes with no small prompting on my part - that the public move from class to “clinic” was 

not suitable for all children (for example they would hardly want their own children treated is 

such a manner), and that the need for “entry and re-entry” emotional transitions from therapy to 

education was not given proper attention in these programs. 

3. Changing Treatment Modalities 

 The very notion of “therapy” has undergone a complete transformation in the past two and a half 

decades. A number of factors, some overt and some covert, converged to claim to cast doubt on 

the “evidenced based” efficacy of all the therapies that I described at the beginning of this report. 

While the absurd claim that drugs could make all other treatments superfluous could not be taken 

seriously regarding children, the no less absurd claim that short “cognitive-behavioral” 

treatments and parental guidance could become the sole modalities necessary to treat all 

emotional trouble in childhood now dominates most “professional” opinion. The “cognitive-

behavioral” conundrum was simply imported from adult treatment with very little modification. 

Children’s anxieties, for example were supposed to quickly disappear once the child achieved the 

new “cognition” that it was he himself who was creating the anxiety from which he suffered, 

ergo he could equally well stop creating it. In these treatments, the superior cognitions of the 

clinician just need to be sown in the minds (and hearts, in the “emotionally based” CBTs) of the 

children, a rather straightforward and brief one-way procedure.  

In addition to the CBT modalities, “Parental Counseling” bore great appeal for clinicians who 

were uncomfortable with the face to face therapeutic encounter with the child. In Israel today 

there are three major factors that bolster the claims of this modality. First, many mental health 

personnel who are held institutionally responsible for improving the behavior of children – 

especially guidance counselors and educational psychologists – have never completed training in 

face to face therapy with children. These workers feel more secure in advising parents, mostly in 

a rather direct linear fashion. Second, the overwhelming majority of so-called family therapists 
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in Israel have never completed training in child therapy. These clinicians prefer to adopt a family 

systems “concept” but a simplistic counseling practice because they do not feel secure with their 

therapeutic role when children are in the room. A few years back I was invited to address the 

Family Therapy Association about this strange vicissitude. Third, an extremely popular work by 

a respected clinician put forward the claim that “parental authority” in Israel, globally, was in 

urgent need of “rehabilitation.” This work contributed beyond expectation to a prevalent 

misconception that the parents are always the problem, usually because they are wimps. This led 

to enthusiasm for the simplistic and therefore highly marketable idea that in the counseling room 

parental authority somehow magically becomes rehabilitated by telling parents to do so, and then 

the kids just straighten out. 

Today a troubled child has very little hope of being treated in the public sector by anything 

resembling individual psychotherapy. The school most likely will be the source of complaint that 

the child may be emotionally troubled. The child may be referred to a school guidance counselor 

or (rarely) educational psychologist who will counsel the parents to be more authoritative or the 

child may be referred to an art therapy group that meets (publically) during school hours. The 

child could be referred to a Kupat Holim, where the treatment, if available at all in real 

developmental time, will be similar. 

If we examine the status of children in Israeli society as reflected by this shift in approach 

and practice, we will note six levels of change: 

1. The child is mostly irrelevant as an individual. 

2. The child is more or less expected to relinquish “childish” ways of experiencing reality 

and become more like the adults who determine her treatment. 

3. There are barely any clinicians who can offer a deep relationship and an attempt to see 

the world through the child’s eyes. The child is expected to see the world through adult 

eyes. 

4. Parents are treated as some variation of “loser” (a highly loaded and almost universal 

Israeli invective for anyone who disagrees with you) who requires the corrective 

counseling of “authority” experts, a.k.a. “winners.” 

5. Child development is seen as pessimistic; children will become recalcitrant unless 

properly restrained by adult authority. 

https://alanflashman.com/children-in-family-therapy-2013-hebrew-2/
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6. Therapy is focused on “appropriate” behavior, not on personal development. 

If the reader would care to substitute “the woman” for “the child”, she may note some support 

for my impression that women and children are often co-repressed. 

It is a popular opinion among experts, especially academics, that this change is the result of 

“science.” I would hope that anyone following this Blog series would at least chuckle at this 

claptrap. The “other than scientific” (i.e. social) “cause” or, better, “source” of the change may 

become more apparent if we examine this situation as a dispotif.  This is the term used by social 

critic Michel Foucault to describe the way things actually happen, as opposed to the stated 

intentions. (I considered this term more completely in Losing It.) The demise of personal therapy 

for children relies on several significant assumptions about the place of children in Israeli society 

today. 

1. Children have nothing to contribute to the way adults understand the world. A given 

child’s difficulty in adjusting to the adult-created world always signals a failing of the 

child, never a gap created by adults that could serve as a source of increased social 

understanding. Children either adjust to expectations or they need to be made invisible. 

2. There is nothing that adults can learn from the way children see the world. Adults are 

simply more mature, never, covertly childish as that fiend Freud suggested before he 

received the erasure he deserved. A child is never a mirror for an adult to recover some 

aspects of his emotional life that covertly guide him, including how he treats children 

[and women?]. 

3. Relationships, let alone deeply mutual relationships, are an elective luxury in 

development. Children can adjust just be listening to their elders. 

4. Good parents have kids who listen to them and try to please them. A parent who listens to 

his kids is suspect of not providing adequate authority. 

5. Children are dangerous if not vigilantly supervised. 

6. Children need to be regimented, not pampered with individuality. 

If the reader feels like jumping out of her skin at this point, shouting (I recommend whispering, 

my dear, especially if you still have kids at home) “WTF! That’s impossible. The State of Israel 

wants kids to just follow orders and be productive in roles that the State sets for them!?” Well, 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141


26 
 

that is exactly the dispotif that Foucault suggested that the “Westphalian” (see previous Blogs) 

State implements. Silently, while claiming to do just the opposite. The State requires a 

population that gives the State security (IDF) and economy (Start-Up State). All that individual 

attention runs counter to this, especially when measured by the “Quarter,” which is more or less 

the measure of the self-proclaimed short and “evidence-based” treatments. In short, children who 

received deep personal therapy remained dangerous as unreliable citizens. Better to use 

“therapy” as another tool to keep potential citizens in line, adjusting to authority, accommodating 

to expectations, and accepting full blame (“responsibility”) for any imperfections in the 

underfunded and woefully neglected public education system. Don’t just learn computers, 

become one. When in need, an expert will come to fix your operating system and remove any 

individual bugs.  

Was there some evil conspiracy to turn therapy into control and children into robots? Of course 

not, that’s how a dispotif works. It is never “intended” by anyone. It is silent and invisible. Until 

you open your eyes, or listen carefully to a child.  
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The Children of Israel 6 

Demonization – A Developmental Toxin 

From 1998 to 2007, I was privileged to participate in a unique venture in Israel-Palestinian 

communication. A grass-roots organization called Middle East Children’s Association (MECA) 

brought together groups of Israeli and PA teachers for discussions on the influence of the Middle 

East conflict on the lives of children on both sides. At first groups would meet regularly about 

twice a month under the guidance of a Palestinian and an Israeli co-facilitators.. Teachers would 

become deeply familiar with each other’s experiences and think together of ways to help children 

think about the other side. After the Second Intifada, Israel became closed to PA residents, so 

foreign venues were utilized for less regular but more intensive talks. More details of these 

meetings can be found in my recent professional autobiography, LOSING IT. 

MECA suspended operations around2007, after THE WALL separated the two sides, 

Palestinians teachers said they had lost hope for prospects of a negotiated settlement and civil 

society programs were mostly defunded. At that point, one of my colleagues in the organization, 

Dr. Ofra Ayalon, and I asked ourselves how we might help children to overcome the concrete 

vertical barrier dividing them. We envisioned a bilingual digitalized multimedia project, perhaps 

bearing a name like “Two Sides to the Wall,” in which children from both sides could give 

expression to their own day to day lives and how they imagined the lives of their peers beyond 

the wall. We enquired among the MECA teachers on the Israeli side, many of whom had been 

dedicated to bilateral work for nearly a decade. Their nearly unanimous response was that Israeli 

children would need a lot of help in recognizing the human presence on the other side, and that 

no Israeli school would support such an activity. We gave up before we asked our Palestinian 

colleagues. 

It is no surprise, then that our Israeli children have been abandoned to the portrayal of Palestinian 

children in the media. Recently, for example, clips abound of Palestinian children being trained 

to stab any Israeli (or Jew). Without the mediation of adults, children will tend to generalize even 

more than adults, creating massive demonization of the other side. Here I would like to outline 

what I consider the detrimental influence that this massive projection and demonization wreak on 

the kids on OUR side. 

https://books.google.co.il/books?id=4j4HwxMk6LYC&pg=PA78&lpg=PA78&dq=middle+east+children%27s+association&source=bl&ots=YpwQ6pVmEb&sig=2cB9FDGQ995i0kncEdtOtbyNoCM&hl=iw&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjtwvmWhOHNAhUHIcAKHTO3ByQ4ChDoAQgtMAE#v=onepage&q=middle%20east%20child
https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
https://www.facebook.com/ofra.ayalon.75
https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2011/08/demon-in-the-mirror.pdf
https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2011/08/demon-in-the-mirror.pdf
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Massive projection becomes a developmental danger for our children because it is too absolute, 

too final, and too irreversible, in short- virtually irresistible. It offers a pseudo-solution, a partial 

truth, which is “too good”, and thereby obstructs rather than facilitates seeking and finding better 

solutions. Massive projection takes a toll on every aspect of emotional balance and development: 

 On aggression: By projecting murderous impulses upon Palestinians alone, Israeli children 

become estranged from their own aggressive instincts. They feel less control over their own 

natural inner violence, as the violence they project upon Palestinians is considered out of control. 

This will make it more difficult for them to be normally aggressive with each other and thus 

learn how to make their personal aggression work in concert with other parts of their personality. 

Projection makes our own aggression a “loose cannon.” 

  On Conscience: It is only in grade school that children begin to reliably feel responsible for 

their own actions. They gradually take inside themselves the voices of parents who tell them 

what is right and wrong, permitted and forbidden. We help a child all along this path by pointing 

out that while it is hard to criticize herself, she gains more self-control and autonomy by learning 

to see her own failings and take responsibility for them. Massive projection runs directly counter 

to this sensitive, new developmental achievement. By demonizing the Palestinians, children are 

encouraged to feel that our side is free from self-critique or responsibility, because their side 

deserves anything we do. A parent would be horrified if his child insisted that this was the only 

way to understand why the child has done something. “It’s his fault” is exactly what we are 

trying to help children grow beyond.  

 On reality: Knowing an answer may seem to be preferable to having a question. We generally 

wish to help children to approach reality with questions. One of the most pressing questions of 

our current reality would be, “What is it like to be my age and live in the Palestinian Authority 

today? How do children there cope day by day? What losses and fears and threats do they 

encounter?” These questions are foreclosed by the answer that demonization provides. 

Foreclosing one question risks foreclosure of other questions, indeed the risk is one of 

foreclosing of an open attitude to reality altogether. Children burdened by demonizing the 

Palestinians become burdened with answers that precede questions.  
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 On fantasy: Human creative experience depends upon the existence of a realm where the 

imaginary and the real can intermingle.  British Psychoanalyst Donald W. Winnicott called this 

the “transitional zone.” A common example involves the suspension of the question “is this real” 

that allows us to become emotionally involved in a film or novel. Artists commonly rely on this 

lifting of the barrier between fantasy and reality to create with materials from each realm. Access 

to this transitional zone is as vulnerable as it is essential for growth. Now demonization is an 

example of an invasion of fantasy into reality. Devils, hobgoblins, vampires are all the lawful 

denizens of our fantasy world. We can meet them safely in our transitional zone. But when an 

entire – neighboring – people are made into demons, and the media upon whom we rely to report 

reality confirms this assignation, then this fantasy becomes too frightening and too convincing –

precisely because it has roots so close to home, right in our own fantasies. This invasion creates a 

need to close down the transitional zone, and separate reality from fantasy. Some children will 

respond with a choice of reality only, although that reality will be infused with fantasy in a 

frightening, flooding, unproductive way. Such children will become aggressive towards their 

“real” enemies, including Israeli children who are “soft” on the enemy. Other children will 

retreat into fantasy, and leave no place in reality for even assertion or self-protection from others. 

Both children will have their creative life narrowed severely. 

  On family: The family is normally a place for learning about normative conflict. Siblings 

make rival claims for parental attention or protection. Spouses have competing needs for 

resources and affection. The Other is always a member of the group. With demonization afoot, 

family members may find more freedom to demonize others in the family, the in-laws, and the 

other sibling camp. Alternatively, the family may become “united” around defending itself 

against Others who are different. This creates a pseudo-unity in which normative conflicts are 

erased by the need to “stand united.” Pseudo-unity comes at the price of disavowing the presence 

or possibility of resolving the real conflicts in the family. Students of Family Therapist Murray 

Bowen know that family health requires the ability of real conflict to find real resolution. 

Families with a higher level of “differentiation” allow room for conflicting members to settle 

their differences. More poorly differentiated families form “triangles” in which conflicts are 

displaced upon other relations. For example, spouses may deflect their own conflict by teaming 

up for - or against- a given child, or grandparent, or school. Demonization of the Palestinians 

could provide an Israeli family with too-convenient a triangle 3 upon whom to displace all 
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normative inner conflicts, which are then doomed to be remained unresolved, with a lowering of 

the families level of differentiation.  

 On voice: Carol Gilligan and her colleagues once described the way in which school-age girls 

“know” and “say” a lot more about social relations than do their adolescent peers. These 

researchers have shown how the need to become a “good girl” who is acceptable to all friends 

and pleasing to adults creates the risk that the girl may “lose her voice” and settle for pseudo-

relationships at the cost of real relationships. Now many an Israeli schoolgirl could naturally 

imagine her age mates in the Palestinian Authority suffering a nightmarish daily reality. This 

intuition would be easily suppressed by the demonization expected by parents and peers. But the 

girl who loses voice about one matter runs a developmental risk of loss of voice regarding many 

other social insights. So I believe there could be a particular risk to girls who are silenced from 

casting doubt on the demonization process.  

 On social relations: Peer relations are the great training ground for social relations as adults. 

We would like to believe that children learn to respect their peers, to listen to differences, to 

assert their own needs without erasing the needs of others. We would be horrified to learn that 

children have demonized another child or another group. When we find this has happened – as it 

often does – we like to believe that we respond in a vigorous adult educational manner to 

challenge the very process of mass projection. But in the current climate of demonization of 

Palestinians, children are more likely to learn of the acceptability and indeed advantages of mass 

projection. They become more likely to apply this strategy in their own relations. Hate and 

projection do not tend to stay put, and more commonly fall back upon the group using them.  

 On thinking and learning: Children go to school not just to learn information. They learn about 

learning, and particularly they learn the pleasures of learning and thinking, what psychoanalysts 

refer to as sublimations. They learn that thinking before acting, that talking about feelings give 

them pleasure and mastery, and are effective in mastering reality. Demonization of Palestinian 

children leaves little room for thought or learning. Projection is a far more primitive – and 

therefore attractive – psychic mechanism than sublimation. In an atmosphere that condones and 

encourages massive projection, children will find it very difficult to attend to the more complex 

and tedious formation of sublimations necessary for learning.  

https://www.amazon.com/Meeting-Crossroads-Lyn-Mikel-Brown/dp/0674731824
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 On history: Children take part in the great group narrative we call history. They need a story 

that provides coherence and affiliation. They need a “we” that is present through time with 

whom they can feel connected. Demonization tends to collapse the story of who we are into the 

much less helpful story of who they are. Our own complex and fascinating –and inspiring- 

history needs no demonic Other to be told. Children can understand that there is a tragic conflict 

and that the solution is not yet clear. Once they are offered the demonic Other, their interest and 

ability to appreciate the story of who we are pales into the hatred of that Other.  

 On spirit: Those Israelis who wish to teach something about the world of Spirit generally look 

the notion of human brotherhood as a fundamental principle in which the presence of One 

Creator is realized. In the brotherhood of man there are conflicts, tragedies, enemies, -but not 

demons. The very notion of a different from of human being, who only hates us and who is not  

like us in any way – this invites in children a Gnostic dualism on earth that is easily transferred 

onto the celestial sphere. Those who find in Martin Buber’s theology of dialogue an important 

statement of Jewish spirit will find the spread of demonization antithetical to this approach. Even 

in times of crisis and conflict – and perhaps especially in such times – children are most open to 

lessons of the Spirit, and most vulnerable to the suffocation of spirit by chauvinism and 

demonization.  

 On hope: I once concluded a piece for the Jerusalem Post with the sentence: “Nothing gives 

children more hope than the understanding that children of the enemy side are very much like 

themselves, - also growing up in times of pain, solitude and silence.” This sentence was censored 

by the editor without my consent. Apparently, it was already considered unacceptable to suggest 

that Palestinian children are still human beings. But I stand by this sentence – indeed its fate 

prompted the first form of this essay more than a decade ago. To what can Israeli children turn in 

hopes for a brighter future? To a resumed conquest? To an even more extreme and aggressive 

“solution?” All of my experience with children suggests that children need to hope that on the 

other side there are children like themselves, who wish to live in a quiet and just way, protected 

and safe. I believe that by demonizing the Palestinian people – including their children – we 

deny our children a last ray of hope, and condemn them to a future of mutual demonization, 

bloodshed, and hopelessness. 

https://alanflashman.com/jerusalem-post/
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The Children of Israel 7 

Growing up with Terror 

If you are an Israeli old enough to recall the 1991 Gulf War (number 1), say 4 years old then, you 

are now 25 and perhaps already a parent to young children. How many waves of terror have you 

lived through? Say you live in the South and were spared personal exposure to the missile attacks 

on the North in the Second Lebanon War. So you have 2 Gulf Wars (the second more virtual), 

the “Peace Process (aka Oslo)” terror attacks of the 90’s, the Second Intifada, 3 “Operations” in 

Gaza with accompanied by shelling and missiles (the burden moved from Beer Sheva towards 

Ashdod and Ashkelon, never relenting from Sderot and the Gaza border), and whatever you 

choose to call the recent wave of terror knifings etc. That comes to EIGHT! Of your twenty-five 

years you will have lived much less than half of them in anything resembling security. Or, count 

it this way. As you are inducted now into the IDF you have weathered SEVEN such waves, your 

school years from 6 to 12 years of age (2004-2010) were burdened by 2 waves of terror, and 

your high school years by another three. 

What an odd “reality” for Israeli children, an entire generation and then some! What could we 

learn from this awful experiment of (human) nature about children and their development? While 

there are many more questions than answers, I propose to look at the results of such a “reality” in 

terms of how children view themselves, their families, their schools and communities, and their 

government. I will approach these issues based on my personal experience with residents of 

Israel’s South during the past three decades and on developmental theory. To my knowledge, 

reliable objective studies have contributed little to the questions I have posed. 

I will begin with my experiences with children during the “First Gulf War” in 1991. At the time 

the Israeli government told its citizens that there was a substantial risk that Iraq would attack 

Israel with missile armed with chemical weapons. Families were instructed to create “sealed 

rooms” (business boomed for kibbutzim who sold out their factories’ supplies of plastic sheeting 

and masking tape) and put on gas masks, or something like it for small children).  On hearing the 

alarm, families in threatened regions were huddled into these rooms for say an hour, with masks 

on their faces for about half the period. Israeli television created a repertoire of “missile music”. 

The “Man of the Hour” was one Nahman Shai (now MK) whose principle advice as IDF 
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Spokesperson was to “drink water” in order to relax. This strange advice was hard to execute 

while wearing a gas mask and was responsible for no small number of bathroom emergencies. It 

became the emblem for “remaining calm,” which was the chief message communicated by the 

then inexperienced “Home Front.” This situation lasted a few months; in the middle the sealed 

room and masks were scrapped as the chemical weapon threat seemed to evaporate. When that 

war was over, it was just over, and little attention was given to the developmental outcome 

amongst Israeli children. More on this is covered in my recent account Losing It. 

In the ensuing years I encountered some surprising reactions to this experience. Some young 

people felt they were not allowed to express their fears; that water was more or less shoved down 

their throats and they were expected to “be calm.”  Others felt the gas masks scared them more 

than a possible explosion. {The first fatality of the War had been a man in Eilat who had 

neglected to remove the cover to the air hole in the mask, and when he could not breath he 

panicked, injected atropine believing his respiratory distress a reaction to a gas attack, and 

suffocated. I visited Eilat during the War and my jocular, “At least here one can relax…” was 

met by an icy silence.) Some children in the South were traumatized by the confusion of sitting 

in shelters when NO missiles were falling there. Their ability to differentiate reality from fantasy 

was undermined and they imagined missiles just falling anywhere. Today I meet many new 

trainees in mental health services who were children during this war, and they often report 

having felt manipulated and controlled rather than listened to. This would be a kind of 

“Childism” that I took up in the first blog in this series. 

The Second Intifada followed immediately on the Peace Process Terror of the late 1990’s. Too 

often a bus in Jerusalem would be attacked early in the morning. All mothers kept their mobile 

phones open at all times. When I taught in-service and graduate school sessions in Jerusalem it 

was understood that this was not a time for mobile silence. Children were ushered into school 

after such a morning and quickly expected to – you guessed it – “calm down.” This did not work 

well, because the teachers were anything but calm. I suggested at many meetings with teachers 

that they would be able to help their pupils if they took care of themselves first. I suggested that 

teachers meet briefly among themselves to at least debrief that they and their loved ones are out 

of harm’s way, and to make eye contact with each other. 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-children-of-israel-1-childrens-rights-children-at-risk/
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I suggested that pupils be moved through a three step process. The first stage is one 

reestablishing a sense of security in the classroom, that at this moment all the children are safe. 

The second stage is “connection,” acknowledging together that the terror and the feelings it 

arouses – fear, anger, helplessness – are common to all the children in a way that binds them 

together going through a common experience. Only after the group feels safe and connected is it 

helpful –indeed, necessary, - to address meanings. Here children are invited to speak about what 

is not common to the group, but rather what is particular to each child. The group then deepens 

its cohesiveness to include accepting and supporting particular reactions. Teachers largely agreed 

that this sequence is necessary to repeat in response to each terror attack, and that the class would 

become able to return to its work as a “learning group” only after the sequence is completed. An 

incomplete process, they felt, often would be expressed in an unsettled group and in either 

expectation that all classmates share the same feelings, or that unusual feelings were 

unacceptable. It would be the task of the teacher to give time and space to this process each time, 

assuming that over time children would wish to shorten the activity, but must always know that it 

is available as needed. I delineated this approach in an article in The Jerusalem Post and later in 

an Israeli journal dedicated to community stress prevention. However, most teachers felt that 

their principals or someone in the Education Ministry would not allow the necessary time to be 

devoted to “process” and expected the class to magically “calm down” and get on with studies. 

To my mind this constitutes another example of ‘Childism”. 

We now come to the experience of rocket attacks, during the “Second Lebanon War” in the 

North and in day-in-day-out life in parts of the South, concentrated there in three full military 

“Operations.” If we take Sderot as an example, there have been thousands of alarms and many 

dozen perhaps hundreds of rockets falling in the town over more than a decade. Each alarm gives 

a 20 second warning before a missile could fall – or hopefully be intercepted, with possible 

dangerous debris falling after the interception. Obviously, it is impossible to be continuously 

within a 20 second dash to adequate shelter. Children in Sderot learn to treat reality in a unique 

manner. They are at nearly constant risk of occasional missiles and at occasional risk for nearly 

constant missiles. Their physical survival and that of their families and friends is never quite 

secure. The adult world has no definitive answer for how to make their lives better. The adult 

world neither provides a shelter solution nor a military solution nor a political solution. The rest 

of the country (via the media and a veritable army of psychologists from Tel Aviv) give episodic 

https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2011/08/children-and-trauma-flashman-new-size.pdf
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extreme attention during military operations and then nearly no further interest whatsoever. The 

schools are not adequately protected (until perhaps very recently). In addition, you are expected 

to be brave and not be affected. If you show some emotional stress you are referred for a short 

treatment and expected to get over it. If you don’t get over it, you will become a bother to your 

family. If you lose your ability to concentrate the school will refer you for Ritalin which will 

make matters worse. No one, absolutely no one, will take an interest in hearing about your 

experience let alone your thoughts about your experience. You are expected to express gratitude 

to the adults in Jerusalem who have failed you during your entire life, and never to question the 

wisdom of how things are managed. If as an adolescent you go near the only thing that calms 

you down, marijuana, you will be arrested, your family seen as inadequate, and you may be 

taken out of your home and placed in a residence. 

I have to admit that until this moment I had not realized just how miserably the children of 

Sderot have been treated, until I put the whole picture down on paper. I give credit here to 

Hannah Arendt’s insight that thinking is dependent upon public speaking! The invisible children 

of the Gaza periphery, including Beer Sheva, Ashkelon and Ashdod! To the best of my 

knowledge no effort has been made to encourage them to speak of their experience (media-

worthy horror cases excepted), the Education Ministry has not allocated funds to encourage kids 

to regain their voice, to talk together about what they think (saying in public, thanks again, 

Hannah) and feel. What is crucial is that these kids require adult mediation in order to learn how 

to turn experience and feeling into communication and reflection. They need what I am fond of 

calling “the Vygotsky function.” In this term I recognize one of the many central operational 

concepts of the Soviet (since you asked, yes, one of us) developmental psychologist Lev 

Vygotsky. Vygotsky noted that what a child fails to do on his own should not measure his 

development, but rather what he is capable of performing with assistance. For example if a baby 

builds a a tower of 5 blocks, but fails to add the 6
th

 by himself, one should see if together with an 

adult he can succeed in adding the 6
th

. That 6
th

 block is the baby’s experience of his future, what 

he will do on his own tomorrow. It is tomorrow that is important in development, said Vygotsky, 

calling this the “zone of proximal development.” For children of Sderot this Vygotsky function is 

the group discussion and reflection on the experiences of terror. Such reflecting needs to 

continue to occur over time, since one would hope that as they grow and mature, children have 

expanded and deepened their capacity for this discussion. This is exactly what is not on anyone’s 

http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/L/bo5961567.html
http://www.simplypsychology.org/vygotsky.html
http://www.simplypsychology.org/vygotsky.html


36 
 

priority list for the children of Sderot. They are encouraged to get over it, to return to being good 

brave children who have been unaffected by the horrible experience of terror in their skies. One 

might add that Israeli culture (kibbutzim excepted) does not encourage adults to engage in 

expanding and deepening levels of discussion and reflection, so a hunt for potential “Vygotsky”s 

may come up pretty short. What the children of the South learn is what they do not learn, namely 

that there is no value in cultivating and maturing a political discourse that allows even 

experiences of terror to become sources of thinking and learning. 

Learning not to learn places a burden on family life as well. When conflicts in the outer world 

are a source of silencing, of not considering options of thought, speech and action, how are 

children to approach the inevitable conflicts that arise in family life, say between siblings. I took 

this matter up in the previous blog, where I pointed out how demonizing the other side leads a 

short-circuiting of learning from conflicts. 

The current wave of individual terror attacks has created a growing feeling of personal insecurity 

among the children with whom I come into contact. I have not found any child who finds 

geography reassuring (Jerusalem is 2 hours away, etc.). The overwhelming fear is connected to 

an increasing sense of helplessness. Any Arab (or someone who looks Arab) could raise a knife 

at any moment. I have not witnessed what one might think would be (and perhaps was once) a 

robust proactive Israeli response of learning self-defense techniques. After all, most of the 

current attackers are either poorly trained or not trained at all. I wonder whether the hopelessness 

has to do more with the feeling that one form of terror turns into the next, so why bother to 

respond to a passing terror-whim.  

The point of this blog is to paint a grim picture. The adult world in Israel has failed its children in 

the most basic issue of personal safety. After nearly two decades, this is, sadly, a fact. I do not 

think academic studies of the responses of children have much to add here. There is a great deal 

that our current knowledge clearly dictates we provide for our children growing up under terror 

and we are doing none of it. True, it is worse elsewhere, for example in Africa. One could 

contemplate the sardonic thought that our PM needs to place us in Africa where we look 

relatively good, now that we have achieved bottom of the class status as a society in the OECD, 

where it is better for children everywhere. 

http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-children-of-israel-6-demonization-a-developmental-toxin/
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If a nation chooses political stalemate at the cost of continuing terror for an entire generation, 

that nation cannot afford to cast a blind eye on this generation of its children. 
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The Children of Israel 8 

 God and the Youngsters of Zion 

The professional literature on the spiritual life of children is pretty slim. But there is one classic, 

a work by that name as final part of a trilogy composed by the great Robert Coles. Coles spoke 

and mainly listened to kids around the age of 10 about what God meant to them. The account is a 

fascinating document giving testimony to the intense concern that children around the world 

have with this issue. 

As best I know, there has never been such a study in Israel, neither among Jews nor other 

religions. What I hope to provide is an imaginary tour through how my experience over three 

decades in Israel suggests that the territory may look, at least among Jews. It would be wonderful 

if someone with Coles’ talent would go to the field and check this out. In the meantime, perhaps 

my diverse observations and reflections could inspire someone to do so. 

We can begin with the well-known and publicized “fact” (aka some poll result that claims 

validity and to which Israelis are addicted). that at least 70% of Israeli Jews “believe in God.” 

This would suggest that a large majority of adults talk with their kids about “God.” In my 

experience this is hardly the case. Rather, Israeli children are left with a huge vacuum in this 

seemingly crucial, really most essential question. There is a great deal of beating around related 

bushes: “Doing Teshuva” [moving from secular to Torah lifestyle], keeping Mitzvot 

[commandments of the Torah], belonging to some camp [especially “secular”, “religious 

Zionist,” ”ultraorthodox religious Zionist,” and various brands of “ultraorthodox,”  Lubavitch, 

and a small fringe more like American Reform and Conservative].  “God”  Him/Herself is hardly 

ever referred to generically in “religious “ parlance, but usually by the terms “HaShem” [a 

strange quirk by which a God whose name cannot be named gets to be called “The Name” as if 

that is his name] or “The Holy One Blessed be He” [HaKadosh Baruch Hu]. Much more is said 

in the name of the “Torah” than in the name of God. In popular parlance of preaching to adults, 

God is emphasized as a source of love and security for the individual and for the Jewish people.  

No child can remain indifferent to the way God is served up in the media. Since no one “secular” 

talks about God, the area if left open for rabbis. Often prominent  Rabbis have gained publicity 

by explaining disasters in terms of direct punishment for be lax in some commandment [Mezuzot 

http://www.publishersweekly.com/978-0-395-55999-4
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a strange favorite] or perhaps a Divine righting of an imbalance [notably New Orleans being 

flooded as punishment for an entire non-Jewish community that did not protest the Gaza 

Disengagement of 2005]. Just this past week an intense public polemic swept the media over a 

prominent Rabbi insulting and inciting against the entire LGBT community, with the public 

support of several hundred “rabbis”. This creates an impression that God’s will is transparent to 

human beings, especially male bearded, robed and occasionally turbaned human beings; there are 

some competing female preachers out there as well. 

It is my impression that many children are introduced to God as some force that is strangely like 

a person who makes regular personal demands, the main demand being to be like your teacher, 

or perhaps your teacher’s teacher, -to my experience especially in the group that sees itself as 

continuing the practice and ideology of the late Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kuk, the Rabbi most 

associated with the West Bank Settlements. This is particularly true among the religious Zionist 

population. There God seems to have rather specific political opinions and even knows for whom 

to vote. If we look at this population and its institutions for a moment, I think  many children are 

left very confused about what is “spiritual” as opposed to regimented, and are ill prepared to 

discuss belief in any but and ideological and polemic discourse. Here we may recall that when 

that extraordinary gadfly Menachem Mendel of Kotsk was asked, “Where is God in the world?” 

he replied “Where man lets him in.” The idea that man searches for God, that there are God-

directed activities that underlay repeating prayers, is remote to the experience of the great 

majority of boys in the “MaMaD” government sponsored religious schools.  

While this might seem strange, I think a brief detour into the thoughts of the French social 

thinker Michel Foucault may help us here. As I pointed out at length in Losing It, Foucault 

actually quoted a Midrash [Rabbinic expansion on the Torah] to delineate two forms of going 

about governing, called dispotifs. The “pastoral” dispotif derives from the Judeo-Christian notion 

that the Emperor is responsible for the spiritual salvation of each of his subjects. His source is the 

story of Moses who went looking for a stray goat [kid]. He found him drinking at a fountain and 

said, “If I knew you were thirsty I would have brought you here myself,” and carried the kid 

back to the flock on his shoulders. Once Rome adopted Christianity, this became - at least in 

theory – the role of the Emperor. Europe was engage in centuries of bloody wars over who 

exactly got to be Emperor, but not over the definition of the Emperor’s role. This changed in 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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1648 when the European states decided to allow a balanced group of states to coexist without an 

Emperor, ratified in the Treaty of Westphalia. Now the “Westphalian” states needed to use their 

populations [this is when that term became central to political discourse] to balance military and 

economic forces across boundaries. Now the citizen was responsible as a member of the 

population to provide the state with wealth and arms to maintain this balance. 

Israel is devoted to acting like a “Westphalian” state, despite the lack of prospects for any 

rational balance with her neighbors, either by default or by choice.  The religious Zionists, who 

one would expect to be pastoral, instead have adopted a “Westphalian” population dispotif, 

struggling to create the population who will settle the West Bank and sabotage any possible 

peace accord that could include territorial concession. Their discourse in commonly in the name 

of “the people” [HaAm] and this seems to take priority over the personal relation of each child to 

God. The salvation that is sought is the populations’ salvation which can only be achieved by 

territorial intransigence. Mutatis mutandis, children who do not fit into this camp are indirectly 

encouraged to leave religious schools, using the very strange quasi-Biblical notion of keeping the 

“Camp” pure. I admit that my own son was treated in this way, with an understandably negative 

response to this version of “God.” I do not claim impartiality here. What is interesting to point 

out here is how Judaism, the very source of a pastoral dispotif, at least in the West, has adopted 

the population approach as it has become politicized. 

In the religious Zionist “Camp”, I suspect that there is a significant gender differential here. I 

suspect that girls are more encouraged and enabled to take a “relationship” with God seriously. 

As a result, I think fewer girls leave the “Camp,” and more retain both tradition and a spiritual 

quest. This differential is multifactorial. I think it includes making less demands on the girls, 

especially in the form of Talmud study, as well as the tendency of girls to give higher priority 

and sensitivity to relationships over ideology. In addition, girls are generally not exposed to 

secular Israeli culture in the IDF as they generally prefer a “National Service” that is traditional 

in life style. One could speculate that the “pastoral” dispotif is closer to a female way of 

proceeding, and that perhaps “Westphalia” would not have happened or would have happened 

quite differently if women were the heads of the various European states in 1648.  

My experience with the Ultraorthodox [“Haredi”] community actually was quite different in this 

regard.  Here I found the pastoral dispotif alive and well. Haredim never participated in anything 
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like Westphalia because they are ambivalent participants even of the Israeli state. Here I found 

boys being treated as individuals and the boy’s relationship to God was given far more 

discussion and attention. It is true that in some areas the issue was only about keeping the boys 

“in line,” as the Israel’s biased anti-Haredi media loves to suggest. But in my experience this is 

an oversimplification. I found Haredim more willing to make every effort to keep each boy 

connected with God , and I never saw any boy being labeled or prepared for expulsion. To the 

Haredi guidance counselors I trained for three years in Bnai Brak that was simply unthinkable.  

I was allowed much less access to Haredi female teachers of girls, but here I was disappointed. 

While the women seemed concerned about “spiritual” values of the girls, I have to admit that 

when I asked about with which spiritual values they were concerned, the answer was – the length 

of their sleeves. My impression – very tentative – was that God was less discussed among the 

Haredi girls, somehow not a topic deemed appropriate for females. I hope I am wrong. 

In Israel “secular” schools and society in general, God just doesn’t seem to come up. Here there 

is an interesting gap between the 70% who “believe in God” that must include about half of 

“secular” Jews in Israel, and their children. In my experience, mostly in Israel’s Southern district 

but also in the over-valued “Center,” children experience “spiritual” questions about ultimate 

direction and meaning in a vacuum. That vacuum reflects a reluctance of adults to engage 

children in these questions. In classical Zionism there was an expectation that “Nationhood” and 

its territorial expression in the Jewish State would replace any other competing ultimate quest or 

claim. Here Foucault’s thoughts on this “Westphalian” dispotif argue that religious quest would 

be valued only if it serves the population’s production of security (military) and economic goods 

(“Start-Up Nation” and such nonsense). No surprise then that it is only devoutly “Westphalian” 

religious Zionists who are supported and wield such a heavy hand in today’s government. The 

sanctity of any individual spiritual quest is subordinated to “Westphalian” objectives. “Secular” 

Israelis on the right would find the “God” part of the puzzle simply superfluous (witness that 

strange chimera stitched together by Education [!] Minister Naftali Bennett). Left- leaning 

secular Israelis would understandably tend to throw out the baby (God) with the bathwater 

(revisionism).  About what “God” could they speak with their kids? 

So the Kotsker might be aghast to observe that Israeli “man/woman” has such trouble “letting 

God in” to the development of his/her children!  
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I beg the indulgence of anyone who has read this far to let in a cameo appearance of that Jew 

who first made the West aware of the Kotsker, Martin Buber. Buber’s classic I and Thou is an 

electrifying answer to how man can “let God in.” Buber stood Western philosophy on its 

(Eastern) head and suggested three simultaneous moves. First, adopting direct second person 

face to face relationship involves a man’s being a different “I” from the “I” who uses or 

experiences in the third person [“I-It”]. Second, the only “I” that can address God is this “I” [“I-

Thou”] since the only “word” man can say to God is “You.” Man can only address God, never 

know about Him. Third, anytime a man turns to a “You” - to nature, to another man, or to works 

of “Spirit” [geistige Wesenheiten], that turning is simultaneously a turning to the Eternal You. 

Oh, and one last point relevant to this discussion. Children live more in the “I-Thou” realm of 

existence than do adults. So the “turn” to second person relating to the world, to another man, to 

works of spirit or to God is always a “return” [Umkehr].  

I retranslated I and Thou into readable Hebrew with the hope that it would find its way into the 

backpacks of young Israelis on their way to India and Nepal. Reflecting upon what I have written 

here, I might say that I imagined these young men and women, with whom no one has ever 

seriously spoken of God, searching for some Eastern discourse about God. I wanted Buber to 

represent a major and unique voice of Jewish tradition, one practically absent among Israeli 

adults let alone in the meeting of adults with children. Perhaps I hoped as well that Israeli adults 

might learn from Buber to “return” to a discourse in which adults needed children as much as 

children needed adults. Such hopes are not likely to meet with “success” as measured in strictly 

Westphalian Israel, since Buber’s work neither increases security nor starts up cash. But here and 

there it will perhaps be “let in,” together with God. 

  

http://www.bialik-publishing.co.il/index.php?dir=site&page=catalog&op=item&cs=1631&langpage=heb
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The Children of Israel 9 

 To Draft or not to Draft? 

Children in Israel usually begin to contemplate obligatory military service somewhere between 

9
th

 and 11
th

 grade. During 11
th

 grade they receive a preliminary induction that includes having 

the HMO (Kupat Holim) provide a medical summary. A draftee is them put through aptitude and 

medical exams and a preliminary medical status (“profile”) is determined and possibilities for 

service are offered. The default procedure usually involves the recruit’s attempt to achieve 

highest possible medical and aptitude profile in order to attain a “meaningful” or “fulfilling” or 

“interesting” placement. All men have to consider if combat duty suites them. Women may opt 

for combat duty but usually try to avoid the boring and demeaning clerical work often called 

“making coffee for the commanders.” 

Not all kids fit into this default. Here I want to describe some of the “needs improvement” 

aspects of the draft process as it pertains to boys and girls who face mental health challenges. I 

will try to provide an “inside” look at procedures that non-citizens usually cannot imagine. The 

reader may be reminded of the well-worn adage, “There are three ways to do everything, - the 

right way, the wrong way, and the Army way.” 

Let me begin with a story. A boy I have been treating since age 13 comes up for induction. Let 

us call him Yoram. Yoram’s diagnosis has never been “clear.” This is not uncommon and 

reflects on painful inadequacies of the “book” of diagnoses, the DSM. My patient has lived 

through DSM IV and is no better served with DSM V. His emotional development has never been 

in the mainstream. He tends to emotional flooding with at times extreme withdrawal and at other 

times violence. When he first came he had been out of school for nearly a year, he had no 

friends, and he was overwhelmed by his first becoming aware of how different he was from 

other kids. He clung to his mother for dear life and survived mainly in an inner fantasy world 

peopled by cartoon and pop music heroes. The HMO system had failed him so his family made 

the enormous effort and sacrifice of seeking private care. Over the 5 years of treatment he 

developed a relationship of trust  that included some humor, was able to reflect and at times 

anticipate experiences, went back to school and left again after the educational system failed him 

once more, and empirically was somewhat stabilized with antipsychotic medication. He was 
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certain that he could not fit into a military system and as his pre-induction appointment came 

closer became obsessed and panicked about going to the draft board. He had hardly been out of 

his house for the better part of a year. 

A “no-brainer” for the draft board? I supplied Yoram with an unequivocal summary stating he 

could not adjust to military service at the time. He received his pre-induction appointment. He 

freaked out and began to reverse many developmental gains. All efforts to connect his gains with 

a plan to help him keep the appointment failed miserably. I wrote to the draft board that Yoram 

was the kind of special “case” where insisting upon the appointment was frankly harmful, and 

requested that the procedure used for hospitalized kids be applied here to grant a medical 

exemption without the appointment. My request was ignored. I repeated it several times with 

more and more evidence of the chaos that the appointment created in Yoram. The reply was 

equally unequivocal. My opinion was treated as that of a suspect “outside” source that could not 

be trusted. The fact that I had served faithfully as the sole component of the Southern Command 

mental health service for career officers in my reserve assignment for more than a decade had no 

impact on this outsider status. After more than a year of developmental reverses, increasing 

anxiety and chaos at home, Yoram somehow kept his appointment and after perhaps 10 minutes 

of being seen by an “insider” his exemption was issued. 

This tale is perhaps a bit more extreme than most, but it illustrates the strange manner in which 

the mental health section of the draft board operates.  It is as if the default assumption is that the 

child and his family as well as all his helping professionals are in a conspiracy to fool the draft 

board into drafting a child unfit for service or exempting a child suited for service. Now it may 

be true that in a certain sector of the population some well-healed young people pay off some 

unsavory and greedy psychiatrist to provide some bogus letter to justify an unwarranted 

exemption. Shit happens. Is this a possible explanation for adopting this sort of nonsense as a 

default attitude towards vulnerable young people who have been in treatment for years? Does 

this explain a willingness to substantially harm vulnerable young people in the process of 

reviewing their status? 

Allow me to zoom out for a moment and to describe the strange role of the Medical Corps of the 

IDF, and particularly its Mental Health Division. We will need this viewpoint in order to 
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understand the “meeting of a third kind” at the interface between civilian child and military 

adult. For years now the Medical Corps has been the frontrunner as target for the most 

complaints issued by soldiers in active duty against the IDF. I believe that Mental Health takes 

its due part in these conflicts. It would be useful to understand that when a soldier suicides, he is 

prosecuted for damaging military property. For years, the entire medical corps operated like the 

paranoid employer who assumes any requests for medical leave are unjustified abuse of the 

system. Of course in normal civilian life the medical decision is not made by a physician who is 

employed by the same employer, for obvious reasons. But in the military that is exactly the case. 

It takes very little imagination to picture a paranoid “cycle” in which the doctor feels pressure 

from the commanding brass to disallow leave, the soldiers feel they have no recourse but to try to 

exaggerate, the doctor is angry with the exaggerating solder (“Blaming the Victim”) and easily 

proves to himself his assumption all soldiers are just manipulating him, rather than looking at the 

intrinsic structural fault, and so on. The commanders have a legitimate interest in maximum 

productivity. A normal system balances this interest with the interest of the employee in 

receiving appropriate medical attention including medical leave when justified. Where should the 

“loyalty” of the physician lie? This is a no-brainer. The physician’s job is to balance the need for 

productivity, to provide uncompromising medical judgment regarding his patient’s welfare. 

Otherwise, no balance, right? So if the physician is in the employ of the IDF just as the soldier, 

one would need an airtight boundary protecting the physician’s determination from productivity 

pressures.  This would be absolutely necessary to enable the physician to do his job, and he is 

“loyal” to his employer when he does his job, and disloyal to the employer when he contaminates 

his judgment with any consideration exterior to his patient’s welfare. This is a simple and 

straightforward systemic analysis; it also agrees with the obvious ethics of medical practice. 

But this protection of the physician is entirely absent in the IDF (as it for all “treatment” 

personnel in the employ of the State of Israel). Small wonder that there are so many errors of 

omission, where soldiers are sent back to work while their complaints are not properly 

investigated or treated. And so, small wonder that the Mental Health Division shares the 

contaminations of professional discretion that infect the Medical Corps. The functioning 

“KaBaN” [[Mental health officer – usually with social work, occasionally with clinical 

psychology training] is serving too many masters at once. He needs the commanders to like him, 

so there is pressure to err on the side of productivity. He needs to have his own Mental Health 
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commanders promote him, so he needs to try to prevent disasters like suicide, so he may err on 

the “safe” side of dismissal. Both pressures decrease the likelihood that the KaBaN would be 

inclined to express any criticism of the behavior of commanding officers, who at the seasoned 

age of 20 years old seem to be immune to mismanagement, a true miracle. (In a normal system 

the role of the KaBaN would be first and foremost to identify ways in which commanders are 

creating the difficulty and address the matter through intervention and training.) There is no 

particular pressure to “get it right” and provide precisely what the recruit needs. After all, the 

civilian family is not a part of this loop. Small wonder that KaBaN decisions seem erratic and 

unreliable to commanding officers. Unfortunately, this has led to a tense situation in which 

commanders try to keep their soldiers away from Mental Health consultation, expressed as “a 

soldier’s best KaBaN is his commanding officer.” As an extreme example, I was once called by a 

commanding officer who was suddenly informed by a perfectly functioning soldier that he had 

been taking an antidepressant medication all along but had not disclosed this in order to avoid the 

KaBaN. The soldier was in the midst of a combat exercise with live ammunition. The 

commander said, “To Hell with the regs, I just want you to tell me that he can function on the 

field despite the medication. I will be his KaBaN, he is a valuable soldier and I don’t want some 

KaBaN to decide otherwise just to cover his own ass.” 

I should hasten to add that some of this has been changing in the past few years. In particular, 

The Medical Corps made the reasonable determination that recruits do not have to be in the 

exclusive treatment of IDF physicians, probably because these physicians were becoming scarce 

once the FSU doctors were retiring. The same is true of mental health treatment which is allowed 

“in civvies” as long as the soldier’s troubles do not affect his job performance. Twenty years ago 

this was practically unheard of. 

We may better understand why my patient decided not to disclose his medication to the draft 

board. In fact, many young people prefer to come to me for private treatment with the 

consideration that it is then they who decide what to disclose to the – you guessed it -  KaBaN - 

at the draft board. They do not want their profile to be lowered in an unthinking manner, and the 

going rumor among teens in Israel is that the draft board’s mental health determinations are 

erratic and unreliable –sound familiar? I would add to this my impression over three decades, 

that the all the decisions of the draft board including mental health ones are heavily influence, 
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really determined by quantitative personnel directives. There have been periods, when the IDF 

required additional manpower, when getting an exemption was close to impossible, followed 

suddenly and of course without notice by periods when the exact same clinical situation would 

be exempted out of hand and a kid would have to struggle with the board in order to be drafted. 

My letters would meet the same fate whether they struggled for exemption of for induction. 

Followers of this blog will anticipate the appearance of Michel Foucault at this point. As I have 

pointed out previously and at length in Losing It, Israel strives to function as a “Westphalian” 

state. This form of going about things, or “governmental” dispotif, became dominant after the 

European states stopped fighting over who was to be Emperor and got down to the new business 

of creating states that are balanced in economy and security across borders in the Treaty of 

Westphalia in 1648.The state now used its “population” to create these economic and military 

goods. Before this, for a thousand years, the Emperor functioned according the “pastoral” 

dispotif like a shepherd who was responsible for the salivation of each and every subject. Of 

course this theory was often honored in the breach, but the welfare of each subject was in theory 

the Emperor’s main concern.  When we look at Israel’s military, it would be no surprise that the 

teen “population” is managed purely according to the perceived needs of the army, both during 

service and at the border of the military, the draft board. The “Westphalian” state usually claims 

that its function is pastoral, especially around elections, but its dispotif is in fact “governmental.” 

The draft board is simply a blatant example of the stark contrast between pastoral claims – such 

as an expectation that the induction process consider its impact especially on vulnerable teens 

who do not serve – and the brutal governmental fact that if you do no serve, the State has no 

need for you and hence no interest in you and how your non-induction affected you emotionally.  

As a physician and therapist, my concern is pastoral. My letters to the draft board are an 

anachronism, making pastoral claims to a governmental State. The KaBaN at the draft board is in 

the unenviable position of exposing the harsh governmental approach towards its teen population 

to a citizenry encouraged to believe that individual welfare of “our children, our future” is an 

important piece in the State’s puzzle. In fact, it is a piece of some other illusory puzzle. At the 

extremes,  both my patient who by-passed the draft board KaBaN in order to serve in a combat 

unit and my patient who had to suffer for a year because of the stubborn insistence that such a 

KaBaN look at him for 10 minutes were dealing with the same boundary between pastoral 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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illusion and governmental reality. Should one insist (I was once such an one) that it is in the long 

term interest of the State that both young men be approached with appropriate clinical judgment, 

that naïve one would be ignoring the stark fact that all quantitative measures, both military and 

especially economic, are managed by the quarter. Development emotional concerns do not run at 

this pace. The “Army” way simply places in blatant and bold relief the contrasts – and 

absurdities – of how a society bound by to governmentality while claiming pastorality treats its 

young men and women. 
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The Children of Israel 10 

 Dealing with Loss 

It is nearly impossible for people residing in Western countries to imagine the enormity of the 

losses experienced by nearly all parts of the Jewish population in Israel. (I do not have enough 

experience to discuss the Moslem Arab population) When you add to the mainly Ashkenazic 

unthinkable losses in the Shoah, the Sephardic losses through emigration and immigration, the 

Ethiopian losses in the desert, the major separations experienced by immigrants from the FSU, 

the losses due to multiple wars and nearly continuous terror and the disproportionate motor 

vehicle fatalities, you will find that is the minority of extended families in Israel that have not 

suffered major losses beyond the natural causes.  

If there is one area in which children are different from adults, it is in the psychological response 

to loss. This fact had achieved nearly universal agreement in the psychoanalytic community (at 

least in the USA) by the 1980’s. From the path-breaking contributions of Martha Wolfenstein 

(“How is mourning possible?”) and Erna Furman (When a Child Parent Dies) through the 

eloquent summing up Louise Kaplan (No Voice is Ever Lost) [so far all women] and Vamik 

Volkan (Linking Objects and Linking Phenomena), we learned that  children under the age of 

16  or so are capable of commencing but not of completing mourning. Wolfenstein put it 

plainly. Adolescence is something like a “preparation” for mourning. The adolescent must 

relinquish, sort of kill, the parental image of the smaller child who is complete and reliable in 

order to achieve his/her identity towards him/herself and mutuality in relations with other adults. 

The adolescent mourns this loss, often may appear in an emotional state of mourning (Anna 

Freud), and comes out of adolescence having “practiced” a kind of mourning that now will be 

the basis for making mourning “possible” when a parent dies concretely. A child cannot perform 

this “breaking apart” of the parental image until after adolescence. Before that, the image of the 

lost parent is held on to and kept as it were alive in the child’s emotional life, because the child 

still needs such an image to continue to grow. 

As a result, a kind of “developmental line” (Anna Freud, Flashman) is created for the orphan and 

her family. It is a long line, with the need to somehow put adolescence and mourning together. 

The “family time” line can be completed only when development “comes out the other side,” 

http://archives.wellcomelibrary.org/DServe/dserve.exe?dsqIni=Dserve.ini&dsqApp=Archive&dsqDb=Catalog&dsqCmd=show.tcl&dsqSearch=(RefNo==%27PPBOW%2FJ%2F9%2F206%27)
http://www.nytimes.com/2002/09/30/us/erna-furman-76-expert-on-grief-in-children.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/17/books/louise-j-kaplan-psychoanalyst-and-author-dies-at-82.html?_r=0
https://www.google.co.il/webhp?sourceid=chrome-instant&ion=1&espv=2&ie=UTF-8#q=no+voice+is+ever+wholly+lost&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAONgFuLSz9U3MK00r6wyUQKzzcwLjTMqtQQcS0sy8otC8p3y87P983IqAbn7L_ssAAAA
http://www.vamikvolkan.com/index.php
http://www.vamikvolkan.com/index.php
https://www.amazon.com/Linking-Objects-Phenomena-Vamik-Volkan/dp/0823630307/ref=la_B001HP1WW2_1_8?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1470328863&sr=1-8
http://webspace.ship.edu/cgboer/annafreud.html
http://webspace.ship.edu/cgboer/annafreud.html
https://www.amazon.com/Normality-Pathology-Childhood-Assessments-Development/dp/0946439656
https://www.academia.edu/9006833/Developing_Developmental_Lines
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when the orphan has a child of her own who has reached the age she was when she suffered her 

loss. Through this relation she can appreciate what a loss would be for her child and was for 

herself. 

 I moved to Israel while this professional literature was becoming consolidated. I myself was also 

being consolidated and had acquired enough clinical experience with children, families and 

losses to recognize the emotional reality of this literature. I thought that Israel, so “child-

oriented” and so tragically replete with orphans, would surely have already adopted and applied 

this approach or at least would welcome these insights. It was the surprising out of hand rejection 

of what for me were experience-grounded understandings that first jolted me into questioning the 

place of children in the Israeli state.   

Here were some of the responses I met. I was the consulting child psychiatrist to a general 

hospital. I suggested that where adults, especially women, were dying young, it would be a good 

idea to do some preliminary work with young children who were about to be orphaned. This was 

based on Erna Furman’s experience (not theory) that if a child has a therapeutic relationship 

before the death of a parent, that relationship can continue to be helpful. But if the child has no 

such relationship, she will be hard pressed to enter one after her mother dies. The answer in the 

hospital was that the staff of medical units is not trained to work with children so this is 

administratively irrelevant. The psychiatry department (in which I was trying to create a child 

psychiatry unit) was aghast at intervening before there was a problem. “Kids get over things,” I 

was told by my seniors innocent of any child training. “This is not America.” I served as 

consultant ad supervisor at the Rehabilitation Unit of the Ministry of Defense in Beer Sheva and 

the Southern District. Some of the social workers I supervised, who had no child training, took 

some interest. I raised the matter with a career Defense Ministry psychologist. Her response was 

“This is not America,” by then familiar to me. I was told that since the Ministry had no interest 

in allotting resources to follow orphans for more than the two years that adult Israelis are granted 

for mourning mourn before they become considered a pain in the ass. I suggested that children 

are quite different from adults in this area and was met an incredulous stare (by someone with no 

child training). This psychologist wrote the handbook on loss for the Ministry which completely 

ignored the literature and experience I brought to her attention. Years later a prominent adult 
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psychiatrist (with no child training) wrote an authoritative work in loss in which he recycled this 

first book in regards to children.  

Well, maybe this is just “not America.” After all, in regards to discrimination against children, 

“America” exceeds Israel, as I pointed out in the first blog, so there is no “America.” However, 

the complete disregard by otherwise well trained professionals for the difference between adults 

and children raises a more general question. That question is to what extent the State of Israel 

regards a child as an individual with her own subjective and developmental personality and 

needs. And to what extent the State of Israel expects a child to fit into the adult’s pre-conceptions 

[=prejudices], to adjust her developmental needs to fit what the adult world allows her to need. 

We could put this question into contemporary terms of “default.” Is the default that a child who 

has lost a parent will be just fine, with those few cases of “resiliency” proving this point, and the 

many children who seem to have greater needs are “by default” deviant? Or could the default be 

set such that a child who has been orphaned is seen as facing a developmental challenge which 

needs attention, and the “resilient” child who gets along fine is the deviant (for the better) and 

not a case from which to generalize. 

Anyone who works with children in Israel will be familiar with the operative default for all 

children in all situations – “How wonderful that children are so resilient!” By setting the default 

according to the exceptional child, we “by default” stigmatize many of our children and wash our 

hands of the opportunity let alone responsibility to learn from the less exceptional children. This 

attitude is ingrained in Israeli schools, “Other children are learning, the one who is not is 

deviant,” even if they constitute a substantial minority. “Other children are fine with the missiles 

falling on their heads and the stabbings in their streets, so if you are freaking out you are 

deviant,” “Other children are suited for army service, what is [the name and code number of] 

your problem?”  

This “default” is set for orphans by those exceptional children and families where the child’s 

needs are managed solely within the family with a good result. My estimate – 10% of our people. 

Let me give an example. A woman in her thirties lost her militarily accomplished father in a 

training accident when she was 4 years old. The military, the Defense Ministry and her family 

“defaulted” her as needing to get back to “resilient” development. She began but never 

completed her mourning. Ten years later, when she became old enough to engage in completing 

http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-children-of-israel-1-childrens-rights-children-at-risk/
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the mourning, she was “defaulted” as having finished with it a decade ago. Her adolescence, 

including her choices for boyfriends and spouse, were burdened by the “image of the lost 

parent.” When her own children were passing through the age at which she was orphaned, she 

found herself dissatisfied and came for treatment. It took several years before she could be 

“undefault” herself and allow herself to see her father’s image as looming so large and so 

unresolved in her life. She could then “undefault” her childhood and review the ways in which 

she was forced to fit herself into the mould of the “default resilient” child. Only then could she 

regain her own “voice,” as Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan put it, regarding her loss and the 

rest of her personality. This story was particularly moving to me as I had moved to Israel around 

the time of her loss, I was there trying to teach about loss when it happened to her, but I ended up 

“picking up the pieces” of an unnecessarily neglected developmental accident three decades 

later. In the meantime, newly orphaned Israeli children continue to be defaulted in the same 

manner. 

Of course, a clinical-developmental view of loss through the perspective of a generation or two is 

not popular in psychological approaches these days. More like 3 months. But the orphaned child 

will be present in institutions of the State for nearly a generation. The proper “default” question 

of “how is the child progressing with a yet to be resolved challenge” can be passed from 

guidance counselor to guidance counselor, the school can be aware of special dates in this child’s 

life (birthdays, yahrzeit), etc. It was three decades ago, not in “CBTville” of 2016, that I 

consulted with a principal of a girls’ high school. A problematic girl was being discussed, and I 

pointed out that perhaps there was an unresolved issue of loss. The principal said, in all 

seriousness, “How am I supposed to know which girls have parents alive or dead?” 

A usual explanation for this situation is that there is too much pain around; that so many adults 

have unresolved pain of their own that they cannot bear to see children as growing up as they 

themselves grew up. I have no doubt that this contributes to the difficulty. However, I believe 

that the general failure to appreciate each child as an individual and to be open to understand the 

needs of each child underlies this and many of the issues I have been raising in this blog. In the 

next blog I will take on this more general issue more fully, and then return to a consideration of 

more aspects of Childism in Israel. 

 

https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/family-9a-baur.pdf
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674731837
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 The Faces of Childism in Israel: Pause to Reflect 

SEVEN  PROPOSITIONS 

CAVEAT LECTOR : A HEAVY SUMMARY OF WHAT IS TO COME 

1. Children are different from adults. They are dependent on adults for physical and 

emotional support and protection. They think differently about life, death, loss and 

meaning. They live according to developmental time which is different from adult time. 

2. Children have the rights of protection, provision and participation in relation to the 

decisions that adults make about them. Respecting the rights of children entails 

understanding and respecting the ways in which children are different from adults. 

3. “Childism” can be defined as a disposition to fail to respect these three aspects of 

children’s rights, especially those of provision and participation. 

4. The “pastoral” dispotif would be consistent with all of these rights. However, the 

“governmental” dispotif may be by definition difficult to align  with these rights 

5. The State of Israel’s political nature is “governmental,” perhaps to an extreme. 

6. It is worthy of inquiry whether “childism” could be conceived as an integral part of 

extreme governmentalism in Israel. 

7.  This issue impacts upon the way in which childism can be identified and redressed in 

Israel. Can childism be corrected without a major change in governmentalism? 

 

Here I wish to reflect upon the “archive” I have been creating with the information I have been 

providing in previous blogs and to examine each of the above propositions according to this 

archival information. 

This was one heavy start, huh? Let me unpack each of the terms. (Readers of the previous blogs 

or of Losing It may skip this section.) 

Backtracking: 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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It was the original and provocative social critic Michel Foucault who pointed out that the Judaeo-

Christian model of rule in the ancient West differed substantially from the Greek model. The pre-

polis Greeks simply saw power as a form of virtue and forcing one’s will as a legitimate form of 

government. The Jewish view was quite different, seeing the ruler as a shepherd responsible for 

the spiritual salvation of each of his people. Foucault even quoted a Midrash in which Moses 

appears as a proper ruler after he follows on lost sheep of his herd, finds him drinking, says, “If I 

had known you were thirsty I would have brought you here,” and carries him back to the flock 

on his shoulders. Foucault calls this the “pastoral” dispotif. The latter term refers not to a theory 

but to the manner in which things are managed in practice. Since Constantine, Roman Emperors 

and their would-be inheritors adopted such a pastoral dispotif and the head of state was seen as 

the shepherd of his (Christian) people. Naturally, some Emperors were better at this than others. 

The battles fought in Europe did not object to the dispotif, they merely tried to determine who 

got to be Emperor. 

All this changed in 1648. Tired of centuries of bloody wars, the European states signed the 

Treaty of Wetsphalia in which the role of Emperor was relinquished. Rather, the states agreed to 

live in peace, each state within its own boundaries. These new “Westphalian” states now needed 

to create economic and military balance so that they would not attack each other. A new dispotif 

called “governmentality” came about with new terms to express it. The state no longer paid 

attention to the spiritual salvation of each citizen. Rather, the “population” was regarded as 

owing the state economic and military productivity to balance the populations of neighboring 

states. Citizens became statistics, and indeed the dispotif talked in these new terms, “the 

population” and the numbers the new state needed, “statistics,” to calculate economic and 

military balance. 

The “Westphalian“states were not self-conscious of this change and continued to speak pastoral 

rhetoric while they operated on a governmental way of going about things. Foucault was able to 

articulate the change by meticulous study of “archives,” those written documents and other 

material traces that testify to how things actually proceeded, included the birth of new 

terminology.  

Moving on: 

http://www.michel-foucault.com/concepts/


55 
 

In this blog I have been describing how things actually proceed in the treatment of children in the 

State of Israel. I have been suggesting that while the state speaks in pastoral terms about its 

children, it actually treats them according to governmental management. I have been trying to 

link this contradiction with Elisabeth Young-Bruehl’s last work, Childism. What I have been 

building is a case of structural Childism as part of the governmental dispotif. The child qua child 

has no representation in this dispotif. The child does not participate in the creation of military or 

economic goods.  

Time must be reckoned here, as of course the child is the future of the governmental state. Here I 

think the economic way of thinking makes thinking about the future impossible. Economic 

balance between states at this juncture (post-monopoly international capitalism) can change 

almost instantaneously. A balance responds to global situations and is highly unstable. As a 

result, the more remote the pay-off of an investment from a quarter or perhaps two, the more 

difficult it is to maintain consistent investment capital. Children are by their very nature a long-

term investment. Today’s state will have great difficulty in maintaining a high budgetary 

allotment for children as opposed to competing outlays that show a dividend in the short run.  

This contradiction in Israel, at least, is mainly covert and probably unconscious because the 

“pastoral” rhetoric has nearly universal agreement. The state cannot justify discriminating 

against its children overtly. Citizens actually believe the pastoral rhetoric particularly as applied 

to children, because neglecting children is “unthinkable,” perhaps even to the politicians 

responsible for the measures that neglect children. There cannot be and there will never be an 

overt “program” to neglect children. 

Child development involves the world accommodating itself to the child. When the child finds 

this accommodation adequate, she learns gradually the pleasure in accommodating-back, in 

mutual accommodation. The willingness of a child to accommodate to what parents and then 

teachers expect of them depends on a basic experience that this adult world has shown them in 

accommodating to the child. The adult world accommodates to the child by protecting the child 

in the way that helps the child grow, by providing the tools that the child needs to grow and 

develop, including significant relationships with adults and peers, and finally by creating a 

matrix for mutual accommodation, giving the child increasing participation in how protection 

and provision are carried out. This is the developmental basis for the “rights” of the child. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elisabeth_Young-Bruehl
http://www.hannaharendtcenter.org/childism-chapter-1-elisabeth-young-bruehl/


56 
 

Recognizing and implementing these “rights” involves a basic commitment to allocate funds for 

programs consistent with these rights. 

We have been seeing in this blog archival evidence that the governmental dispotif in Israel is 

doing an increasingly poor job at honoring these rights. We have seen that “protection” too often 

interrupts natural family bonds which the child needs. Real “protection” against continuing 

security threat is woefully ineffective. We have seen that “provision” often falls short of the 

children’s needs, especially in neglectful funding of public education and developmental 

services. We have seen that “participation” of the child in how his life is managed is almost 

absent. The first form of Childism is Israel is the expectation that children will flourish no matter 

what form of protection, provision and participation are present. 

Children however do poorly when they are neglected. They falter in academic achievement, they 

do not find it easy to be submissive to “authority,” they do not easily accommodate themselves 

to what schools or parents expect of them, they become anxious and depressed, they break rules, 

they  drink alcohol, smoke cigarettes and grass, and participate in Heaven knows what sexual 

exploits. And, of course, they are “addicted” to every new technological toy.  

The second form of Childism in Israel is a failure to look at the sources of the distress of children 

(developmental neglect) and to correct these sources. Rather, children are increasingly 

medicalized, in other words seen as the source of their own distress. This form of Childism 

claims that the adult world as expressed in the state is infallible; whatever it provides for children 

is just fine for a “normal” child, so anyone having distress must be diagnosed. However, even the 

diagnosis does not provide redress let alone rethinking, because the”treatment” is focused 

entirely on a presumed “biochemical” imbalance in the child to be corrected by medication. For 

the largest groups of children there is flimsy scientific evidence to back the claims of the 

diagnosis let alone the treatment, but the state treats this fact as irrelevant, because the fault must 

be found in the child. In addition, the medical treatments and the social treatments in privatized 

centers produce economic goods out of the child population quarter by quarter. 

Pushing On 

We now come to the crunch. Governmentalism tends to create covert Childism in practice 

while citizens and even politicians remain convinced that our state must be pastoral, just because 
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it claims to be so. Short of some revolution that replaces the governmental state with some yet to 

be described form, how can Childism be redressed within the governmental dispotif? “What is to 

be done?” 

The first thing I have learned through many years of frustration, as I described in Losing It, is 

what not to do.  That is, not to make righteous pastoral speeches to governmental functionaries. 

Making the covert Childism overt too early usually does more harm than good. The more 

correct, accurate, precise the critique, the less impact it has. Functionaries working in the 

governmental dispotif cannot bear to see how far their function deviates from a well-meaning 

pastorality that they believe they are serving. Their response is to erase the critique and 

marginalize the critic. 

A productive approach must be within the terms of what is really valued in practice in 

governmentality, the production of economic and security goods. Let us look at the neglect of 

children’s experiences with continuing terror. What is of value in practical governmentality? 

Successful students and draftees. I now think that the treatment of the children of, say, Sderot, or 

Ashkelon has to first be phrased in these terms. “Children pounded with missiles for decades 

may fail in school and have trouble being drafted.” Here we face the conundrum of time – 

“When, this quarter?” No, in ten years.” “Go away, come back then and we’ll talk.” 

At this junction I think stories must be told. The invisible children of Israel have to be given back 

their voice. This involves talking with them and making their voice heard. This strategy is 

similar to Foucault’s chosen political activism of speaking with prisoners and giving voice to 

their experiences in prison, which I outlined in Losing It. In some ways this BLOG has that 

intention. What form it may take, in what language, is still a work in progress. As I write this, the 

thought occurs to me that a Hebrew website (with proper funding with immediate translation into 

English) could collect stories told by children and present them to Israeli adults. 

I would hope that the stories would awaken the pastoral concern that lives in the hearts of most 

Israeli adults. Once adults regain access to their ability to pay attention to the voice and stories of 

individual children, they can then come to question themselves the current Israeli practices with 

children. They can enter into the gap, the tension between what a story mandates and how it is so 

easily ignored. 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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It is at that point that I have found Foucault crucially important in continuing the dialogue. Some 

sense, a non-condemnatory and understandable meaning, has to be attributed to the “other” side, 

since the newly awakened Israeli was right over there just one moment ago. Let me take as an 

example a group of senior guidance counselors I was teaching several years back. They heard 

some stories, say of loss (Blog 10), their hearts were opened to the stories and to the needs of the 

kids and the ramifications of seeing these needs on a practice. The group ran a danger of being 

split between justifying the practice of ignoring children’s losses or just being enraged at it. Here 

I introduced Foucault, and it is really not as hard as it might seem, when people are ready and in 

need of his theory. The group was able to see the “governmentality” as part of a global dispotif 

which they had naturally taken part in. Then they were able to see many of their conflicts with 

principals or with the “system” as manifestations of the tension between the two dispotifs. This 

allowed them to understand the view of the principal and engage the principal is dialogue, much 

like the dialogue they had just experienced with me. I could then hope that they could become 

agents for change in their continuing work. 

Surely, this is no global strategy. I admit I do not have one. However, it is my (not evidence 

based) conviction that changes are prepared by small dialogues where a change of climate is 

created. In the further blogs of this series I hope to present another dozen or so issues, explore 

the gaps in the dispotifs as I have so far and in addition and search for workable strategies to 

return real personal developmental childhood to the children of Israel. 

And I invite you, the reader, to think with me about strategies to overcome Childism in Israel 

with comments on this blog or at https://alanflashman.com/times-of-israel-blog/ 

  

http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/the-children-of-israel-10-dealing-with-loss/
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The Children of Israel 12 

 Martin Who? – Mutuality in the Closet 

At the close of his monumental The Order of things (Les Mots et Les Choses), Michel Foucault 

pointed out that “Man” as we know him is the result of particular social and political contexts 

and will morph into some unknown form as these contexts change. In his 1971 conversation with 

Noam Chomsky he pointed out that it is not useful to anticipate this future man (Chomsky’s 

“anarcho-syndicalism”) since all anticipations still reflect the old contexts. One might say the 

same to Friedrich Nietzsche who’s “Man to come” (a translation of “Übermensch” I prefer to 

“Superman”) arises from the same contexts as the weary and burnt out familiar Man.  

Skepticism regarding our ability to predict let alone direct social change impacts upon the 

question I opened in the last blog: what strategies are useful in changing the ways the needs of 

children are treated in Israel today? It should be now be clear to the reader of this series that I am 

trying to avoid two common pitfalls. The first pitfall is some kind of bombastic declaration of 

what ought to be. The second pitfall is despair, if you can’t change everything why bother? I am 

seeking a form of response that frees me to make moves that are inconsistent with the reigning 

governmentality and hopefully attract others to such moves. I do not have a grand plan for what 

is to be done globally but I would like to develop moves that are meaningful locally. 

The key to this thinking is:  mutuality. During the 1990’s the feminist critique of psychoanalysis 

moved our way of thinking of child development. While “dependence” was a childish state that 

needed to mature, women pointed out that relationships needed to develop from one-sided to 

mutual. This replaced the previous “chauvinist” thinking that the goal of development was 

“independence” as men had developed their thinking for almost the entire 20
th

 century. So it is 

not only the individual who moves out of relating (dependence) into glorious independence, but 

rather the relationships themselves develop from one-sided dependence to mutuality. A woman 

gets to be mature and still in relationships, and would suggest that men try hard to follow suit. 

The (covert) source of this thinking goes back to Martin Buber’s 1923 classic Ich und Du (I and 

Thou). Buber’s move was inconsistent with the governmental dispotif. He suggested that 

moments of mutuality between people constituted each person’s deepest presence. In these 

moments people connected and actually changed each other. In these moments neither person is 

https://www.amazon.com/Order-Things-Archaeology-Human-Sciences/dp/0679753354
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7TUD4gfvtDY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7TUD4gfvtDY
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Thus_Spoke_Zarathustra
https://www.amazon.com/I-Thou-Walter-Kaufmann/dp/B000SP4828
https://www.amazon.com/I-Thou-Walter-Kaufmann/dp/B000SP4828
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aware of anything but the mutuality of the exchange; neither can be simultaneously “outside” the 

mutuality to record what is going on while each is fully within the mutual meeting. This attitude 

gives significance to the as it were passive element of the mutual meeting, which is entirely 

“pastoral” but not “individual.” A woman is most herself while she is engaged in mutual change. 

In these moments the women’s presence, her “I” is directed to a second-person engagement (“I-

You”) with the other woman. The rest of the time a woman’s presence looks to getting to know 

about, to make use of, the other woman, a third-person approach (“I-It”).  Real human life 

consists of a spiral of increasingly full I-You moments, while the intervening turns of the spiral 

metabolize these moments are prepare for the next moments. It should be clear that Foucault’s 

governmental dispotif privileges the I-It aspect of human life, while paying attention to the value 

of the I-You moments are a “pastoral” concern, widened by the understanding that pastorality 

includes giving privilege to not just the individual but to I-You relations between people. 

Insisting on I-You moments, giving then privilege, Buber’s “wild swinging out” to the encounter 

with the other are acts that undermine the governmental dispotif by definition. After all, these 

moments cannot be controlled or “mined,” they do not increase security or wealth. They actually 

move towards a different definition of “Man” not just as an individual citizen let alone statistic, 

but as Man who’s deepest humanity is lived in close relationships that are by definition free. 

Small wonder Buber is often considered akin to anarchism.  

Any human being who takes seriously I-You moments with children or with those who are 

responsible for children moves the realm of the child out of the vacuous governmental dispotif 

into something else not yet defined and inconsistent with the governmental dispotif. This is what 

I call “reception” and here I would like to present an illustration from my direct experience in 

talking with people who take responsibility for children. (The following is taken from a 

presentation I gave to the German Martin Buber Society in Heppenheim on November 8, 2015 

and will form part of the to-be-published proceedings. The full manuscript and recording are 

available on my website.): 

I will here describe this process as it was expressed in a group of two dozen senior guidance 

counselors with whom I met recently, for a total or 15 four hour sessions devoted to supervision 

of their younger peers. One of the earlier sessions involved reading parts of I and Thou together 

https://alanflashman.com/i-and-thou-in-israel-2015/


61 
 

in my new Hebrew translation. Later Buber would come up only as the participants were moved 

by his writing. 

I want to point to four components of this reception: 

First, in the realm of control, of means and ends. It is no secret that the “mental health” 

professions have always been bedeviled with how to define the goal of treatment. In confronting 

Buber, the goal of treatment becomes to relieve or free people from their subservience to the “It-

world” of third person relationships and to make room for the wholly free realm of second 

person “You” relations. The clinician does not construct or create; he breaks down limitations 

and sets the client free. As such, treatment is only a means, never an ends. The putative goals of 

many educational psychologists, to create a proper structure, to teach proper relating, to end a 

symptom or to solve a problem, “governmental” strategies, melt back into means, while all the 

problem solving or new structures either serve as a platform for I-You relating, or else they seem 

to lack meaning. And the therapist recognizes that the goal has to be one of release and freeing, 

because the I-You relationship is by definition completely free from control. The aspiring 

clinician is humbled; she cannot achieve her goal unless she relinquishes all aspirations to 

achieve it directly. 

This change brought with it new anxieties. Students asked, but am I not expected to make a plan, 

to run the program, to make things change? True, at this time in Israel, that is indeed the 

expectation – be practical, get results, and be quick and cheap (governmental, cost-effective) if 

you can.  So the students confronted a gap and felt the great responsibility of making a choice, 

choosing a destiny. 

Second, in the realm of the engagement of the clinician as a person. After the encounter with 

Buber, students understood that personal “presence” is an essential and irreducible element in 

helping others towards mutual presence. The confusing questions about “loving” one’s patients 

were rerouted from “how one feels” to “how one relates.” To say “You” to a client was not only 

acceptable but necessary, and no one says “you” without the “I” of “I-You.” Since the “I” of “I-

You” is neither controlling nor engulfing, since the “I” does not take from the “you” but rather 

both are mutually constructive, the therapist can join in mutual presence as a relationship that is 

freeing for herself as well as for her client – freeing from  the bounds of the secure It-world.  

http://www.bialik-publishing.co.il/index.php?dir=site&page=catalog&op=item&cs=1631&langpage=eng
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Through encounter with Buber, students were able to come  closer to the understanding that the 

therapist’s presence means that the therapist actually engages in personal change  in her 

encounters with clients, not professional insights or countertransference, but real personal 

change. They were even able to approach the notion that the most secure evidence for a mutually 

present encounter is the experience of change within the therapist. Students became less 

frightened of their clients, less protective of themselves, freer to engage in personal presence as a 

way to enlist the personal presence of the client.  

Let me illustrate with a short story. Towards the end of the year, this group of seasoned school 

guidance counselors was discussing “impossible” cases. The discussion focused as usual on the 

difficulties with a belligerent and demanding mother who would not take no for an answer. We 

easily crashed into the corner, blaming the client and justifying the well-meaning counselor and 

school, and - finding no recourse. I asked if perhaps during the year anyone had ever tried 

something different connected to what we were studying. One woman hesitated and said that she 

found it hard to present her experience; perhaps it would seem not “professional” enough. There 

was such a father, and she felt that perhaps Buber would have encouraged her to speak directly 

as a person with this father about how she experienced herself in her meetings with him. She 

looked around, I thought, to see if such a suggestion would be considered unprofessional. 

Reassured by a room full of wonder, she continued. “I told him that I found myself dreading our 

meetings; that I felt attacked and disparaged.” She said this with evident emotion; she felt she 

was taking a risk, allowing this seemingly belligerent man to know that his belligerence “was 

working.”  The class was spellbound. Close to tears, she said that the father was surprised and 

silent for a moment. He said, “No one has ever said this to me this way. I can understand how it 

is for you. I am so troubled by what I have done, but I have never been able to hear it. What can 

we do to work together to help my child?”   The woman looked around the silent room 

apologetically, but met with eyes full of admiration. After a brief and pregnant silence, the 

woman who was presenting her “impossible” mother said, “I just had a new thought. Maybe I 

personally feel that I agree with this mother’s critique of our school’s responses, but I had been 

afraid to recognize this and speak honestly with her. How can I expect her to speak openly with 

me if I cannot be honest with her?” The “I” of “I-YOU” was being reborn yet again in real time. 
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The third component of reception is in the realm of the relationship of treatment to time. The 

temporal punctuation of experience is an area of confusion in world of emotional treatment. 

Clinicians since Freud have been suspicious of sudden change and have tended to favor a model 

of slow and gradual incremental alterations. This has led to a tendency for therapists to give 

privilege to content over process, focusing on what has changed more than on when and how the 

change takes place. Therapists assume a process of inner change in the client, invisible and 

untouched, that is at most stimulated, provoked or facilitated by the interventions of the therapist.  

I and Thou creates a different punctuation of time. Here there are turns in a spiral between I-You 

and I-It moments. Privilege is given to I-You moments as the time and place in which real 

change takes place. This change is mutual and experienced by both parties. If we look at the 

example in the previous section, we will see that the woman who spoke of how she confronted 

the father spoke of a moment of mutuality, not a “treatment plan.” She was willing to see the 

value in creating a moment of mutuality, able to appreciate the non-linear character of such 

moments. Their existence has intrinsic value. This understanding allowed the group to develop 

moments of mutuality between members of the group, and between group members and the 

facilitator.  

Fourth and intimately connected to the punctuation of time, is the realm of separation. 

Moments of deep mutuality are but moments. As one learns to enter them, so one learns to leave 

them. Here is the core text from I and Thou,  

 “But such is the sublime melancholy of our lot, that in our world, every You must become an 

It.” 

Because the deep mutuality that we establish with others is fleeting, in the very entering into 

relation we take upon ourselves to suffer the pain of loss. For me, and for many of my students, 

this insight came as a deep and wonderful surprise, because it put into words what many have 

felt but did not know how to express. My students began to recognize more fully that both they 

and the people they work with undertake an important experience of pain together. One woman 

in the group asked, “Don’t our clients have enough suffering already. Who am I to add more to 

their burden?” Another asked, “No wonder many people avoid a deep meeting, to avoid the 

inevitable pain of separation.” Yet another, “I also have trouble with this burden, perhaps I avoid 
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these meetings to spare myself the pain of separation.” She made this last statement to me, and 

she and I experienced the meeting and the separation in this moment. 

 Let this example suffice for now. In future blogs I will attempt to trace the place of such 

“reception” as experiences where the governmental dispotif crumbles, opening new and 

unchartered opportunity for addressing Childism in Israel. 
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The Children of Israel 13 

 To Suffer the Body Imperfect 

After all the complications of the past two entries, let’s start with a simple fact. The State of 

Israel pays a private contractor to weigh Israeli children in Israeli schools. 

One might guess that this is a fossil. Once Public Health was in the hands of the Minstry of 

Health that was dominated by the Socialist Party (MaPaM) (More on this in Losing It.) The 

Ministry engaged public health nurses in schools to pay attention to the health of children. 

Weighing was a way to defect malnutrition in a fledgling country with children from all over 

whose basic health was at risk after all the losses and travails of immigration. Made sense. 

The Ministry of Health has not been in the hands of MaPaM for most perhaps four decades or 

more. Public health nurses have not been in the schools for, I believe, as least two decades. So 

there is absolutely no possible benefit to the child in his weight being aberrant because there is 

no one who could do anything with the information. 

In addition, there is a worldwide debate about the negative impact of this practice. There are 

endless reports of children suffering deep public shame at just being weighed. It is not hard to 

imagine. On the way to the scales he or she is ridiculed by peers, “Don’t break the scales,” 

“Weight (pun intended) to see the face on the nurse when you get on the scales” or just “Good 

luck, Fatso.” Kids will be kids, in other words they will mimic prejudicial behavior of the adults 

all around them. 

Wait a moment, I thought we were screening for malnutrition? Is there any evidence that the 

public weighing children actually results in bringing down their BMI into “desirable” range? Is 

there even any evidence that attending to the BMIs of children has any positive impact upon their 

health? No, and no. No evidence. Well, what about “screening” for anorexia? The Ministry itself 

has never claimed that this was a goal. 

OK, got that. We are weighing kids in school only because we always used to, only now it has 

only negative and no positive impact of the children. Looks like a no-brainer. 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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So it should be simple. Just weigh in on the Health Ministry… oops, the Health Ministry has 

been out of this game for decades. When public health nurses disappeared from school (since 

malnutrition disappeared) weighing was passed to the Education Ministry.  

What? What is educational about weighing? Is it educational to encourage public shaming? To 

engage in practice without evidence? 

So this ought to be even simpler. Turns out that the Education Ministry actually pays some 

private contractor to do what the public health nurses once did at the expense of the Ministry of 

Health. The Education Ministry should be happy to save some cash and stop doing something 

useless and detrimental that it never had any business doing anyway.  

Allow me to add a personal story at this point at the risk of diversion. I once accompanied the 

young Co-director of the Middle East Children’s Association (MECA) to ask the new Minister of 

Education (the late Yossi Sarid) to provide continuing education credit for teachers who 

participated in the program (meetings with Palestinian teachers). She thought someone at my 

advanced age must be experienced in meetings with Minsters. I was not, but I made a good 

guess. I said, “First thing you say is that we are not asking for money.” She took my advice, 

Sarid grinned from ear to ear and said, “Come by every day.” We then asked for the credits and 

he immediately agreed. As we left smiling some of the bureaucrats in the Ministry asked what 

had transpired. We informed them, and their response was that the new Minster simply did not 

know what he was talking about, credits like that need to be approved etc. etc., it will take a year. 

It took less than a week. 

So, let’s meet with the Minister and say, “Here is a suggestion to save you money and stop a 

(socialist [!])  fossil practice….”  

Not so simple. Two (related?) obstacles. One, there are functionaries in the Ministry who are 

responsible for the program; this request has to go through them. Two, it turns out to be top 

secret classified information who in hell is the contractor who gets paid public money to weigh 

kids in public schools. 

At this point I was enlisted by a prominent dietician in Tel Aviv, who could not get past Obstacle 

One and Obstacle Two and found me on the internet, to join her at a meeting of the Knesset 
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(Parliament) Committee on Children’s Rights. We were given time to speak and presented our 

argument. (Protocol in Hebrew at this link). The Ministries of Health and Education promised to 

“look into it” and that was the end of that. There was another possible appearance at another 

Knesset committee, this time I absented myself because the manager of the committee could not 

guarantee that I would be given time to speak because the session was expected  to be heavily 

attended. My limited photogenicity simply does not justify showing my face where I cannot 

speak. In the end the session was very poorly attended and the same manager expressed outrage 

that I was not there to fill in the plentiful time left over. Whatever. The last Knesset Committee 

in January this year called for an end to weighing. (Hebrew link) The media mistakenly reported 

that this meant the weighing was stopped. I doubt it. 

My colleague and I attempted over two years, including after January, to schedule a meeting 

with the person responsible for this program in the Ministry. To no avail. The last meeting was 

rescheduled at least 4 times on increasingly short notice. I got the point. 

So what is the point?  

The average person familiar with the current Israeli scene would assume that the contractor is or 

was related to someone in the Ministry and has a financial interest to keep getting paid for 

weighing kids. This is a first cheap shot, often correct. 

But beyond this, there is an entire Ministry with a huge budget that consists mainly of well-

trained educational experts. What makes this arcane program pass muster with them? And there 

are thousands of educational personnel in hundreds of schools. How come (to the best of my 

knowledge) not a single objection from a teacher, guidance counselor, psychologist or principal? 

That is why I present this case as an example of Childism. ‘Business as usual” in the Ministry 

makes three assumptions (prejudices) all of which entail discrimination against children: 

Assumption One: The child’s (over)weight belongs to the State. 

Assumption Two: The State determines what constitutes a desirable body for its children. 

Assumption Three: The State is free to make interventions “for the child’s own good” 

without consulting with the child. 

https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2012/10/2012-07-16-d7a2d793d795d7aa-d791d795d7a2d793d794-d79cd796d79bd795d799d795d7aa-d794d799d79cd793-d791d79bd7a0d7a1d7aa.pdf
file:///C:/Users/flesman/Dropbox/TOI/main.knesset.gov.il/Activity/committees/Children/Decisions/D120116.doc
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Readers of this bog should have no trouble anticipating the next argument. Governmentality here 

supports Childism. Another case. Seen from a zoom out. 

Since I have wasted no small amount of time and energy on demonstrating what not to do, I 

propose to look at what could be useful. 

I have been thinking about empowering the voice of the zoom in. When children are abused by 

obligatory public weighing, who are present? Children, teachers and guidance counselors, and, 

indirectly, parents.  

In 2016, I think we have such a readily available zoom out of social media that I fear we may 

miss the true zoom-in of face to face meetings which I think are still the core of change. Here are 

the steps I favor: 

1. I would like to see teachers meeting with kids and parents to hear of the negative 

emotional impact of the weighing. This I propose would be the essential face to face 

experience, and I-YOU moment free of control that informs all of the next steps. I think it 

is a mistake to skip this process and race to all kinds of content zoom-out 

pronouncements. I think that such experiences are irreducible and they form a sturdy root 

for the next steps. I think such roots create a relative immunity to all the governmental 

moves to disqualify the issue. We need people who can answer (mainly to themselves) “I 

have been there, I have met this shaming, this needs to stop now.” 

2. I would like to see teachers talking with their classes about diversity and about shaming. 

This involves expanding the I-YOU . 

3. I would like to see a guidance counselor or teachers meeting with parents about the same 

issue. Another I-YOU expansion. 

4. I would then like to see THREE outgrowths in the social media, one for teachers one for 

kids and one for parents. They could be separate forums on the same Facebook or other 

social media “SHAMING-FREE EDUCATION page. These pages are most effective, 

non-alienating and not-provocative when they are based on direct experience. Pages like 

this need the experiences at their roots. 

5. I am not someone who knows the what, when and how of social change, as it grows out 

of social media. Perhaps a petition or a demonstration or a flood of documentation or 
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using some direct connection to the government. What I am stressing is that the basis of 

such change be in the direct personal experience in meeting people who suffer from an 

activity and becoming convinced of the need to give these voices a full hearing. 

I admit that I was stymied for quite a while trying to formulate this approach. The reader can 

easily foresee many tiny but effective obstacles. The first would be that there is no value in the 

micro, in the personal meetings. This is where I believe that Buber comes to our aid. If we 

appreciate that there is a qualitative human difference between “It” discussions of content and 

“You” meetings with people who have suffered, then we will give first privilege to such 

meetings because we need them to transform us into participants in particular suffering that we 

want ended. That allows the voice of suffering to be carried directly. The second obstacle is that 

educational personnel cannot be enlisted for all kinds of reasons. My experience in Israel is 

otherwise. I believe that the direct meeting with suffering takes place between kids and teachers 

all the time. The problem is that these experiences of teachers are not given voice. So we are not 

really creating the “I-You” moments between teachers and kids, no one can do such for anyone 

else. Rather, I create “I-YOU” moments between myself and a given teacher which allows her to 

privilege to such meetings with her pupils. Third obstacle, the Ministry is deaf. I want to say 

something different here. I propose that we say that in the “It-world” everyone is deaf, and my 

“It” screaming in the “It” ears of the Ministry is part of the problem, not the solution. I would 

hope for a different process where the human beings in the Ministry have a different experience 

that they cannot reduce to an “It” when they are spoken to as “YOU” about experiences that are 

rooted in “YOU.” I am assuming that all human beings feel pain and limitation in the “It-world” 

and respond differently and naturally to the “YOU”-world. There the problem becomes a human 

one in the Ministry officials, and that is exactly the point. From here on the rest cannot be 

planned, because manipulating people is an “It-world” activity, part of the problem. 

Pretty tentative ideas, no doubt. I want to stress my invitation to my readers to join in this 

conversation based upon their own experiences. 
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The Children of Israel 14 

 Back to School, Back to Bullying 

From the number of kids I see in my practice that have been emotionally hurt by bullying, the 

phenomenon is hardly rare in Israel. It seems to me that between a quarter and a third of kids 

have been involved either as the victim or (a much larger number) in collusion with the bullying. 

It is my impression from teaching and consulting educational personnel for three decades that the 

response of non-family adults to the non-family social phenomenon if bullying ranges from 

woefully inadequate to entirely absent. The principle soundtrack that accompanies the gesture of 

raising hands in despair runs, “We cannot control it so what can we do?” 

First I want to consider the social environment that supports such an obvious cop-out to the 

extent that well trained and well-meaning educators don’t even notice they are copping out.  

Where on earth could the thought arise that only assuming absolute social control of a social 

phenomenon has impact? 

My answer: The Army. The degree of influence of army thinking on Israeli civilian structure is 

enormous. When you realize that almost all educational personnel have spent significant 

formative developmental time in the army, you may be getting closer to the societal subtext that 

an order is an order or else it is nothing at all. This is a form of authority that is hard to compete 

with. I mean that seriously. Unless soldiers leaving the IDF are debriefed and are formally taught 

that the army way is neither the best nor the only way to manage social situation, it is only 

natural that military (male, macho, hierarchical) “leadership” will become a sort of default m.o.  

Add to this the not well publicized but well known phenomena of appointing IDF retirees with 

management level positions in social welfare, educational and government social policy units, 

the default gets a big boost. I once asked the director of a residential treatment unit that had 

asked for a staff consultation on what his theory of management was based. Without batting an 

eyelash the retired colonel replied, “Divide and conquer.” Needless to say my success in this 

consultation was not very deep. He was expecting my help in “taking control.”  

In such an environment we need to ask first whether bullying takes place at the level of the staff. 

This is not a welcome question but any systems consultant would know (in Israel not necessarily 
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say for justified fear of being sacked) that “problematic behavior” as the least powerful level 

(kids in school) raises the question if such behavior does not reflect upon a similar phenomenon 

at the highest level. I am reminded of one of my favorite stories, which appears in the 

introduction to Lyn Mikel Brown’s and Carol Gilligan’s deservedly popular Meeting at the 

Crossroads,  a work almost completely ignored in Israel. The authors worked on a substantial 

grant and were asking “girls” in a boarding school about their thoughts on practically everything. 

Word got out that the girls had figured out which researcher wanted to hear what replies and 

were accommodating what they thought were expectations of them. At a staff meeting many 

teachers critiqued the girl indignantly for not speaking the truth to the researchers. On teacher, 

Louise, achieved social immortality by asking her colleagues “And just when do we ever speak 

the truth to each other?” The first year of the study was scrapped in favor of a process that gave 

place to speak the truth. Since when, to paraphrase, does the staff of a school speak openly about 

bullying within the staff? 

The current mood in the Ministry of Education would not seem open to any of these questions. 

The current Minister speaks publicly of his plan to “control” [LISHLOT means to control and to 

govern]. It is precisely this political environment that, to my thinking, makes what happens in 

each classroom more significant, more urgent and more difficult. I believe that many Americans 

of my generation (college class of ’71) will recognize this mixture of urgency and difficulty over 

many decades in the USA. 

Back to the schoolroom. Let us take as a working assumption that children learn from their 

environment, as much from what is said as from what is not said. Anyone who has raised kids 

will recognize this as a troubling finding right at home. Now the kids in the class have become 

organized around bullying a (usually vulnerable in some way) child. After 120 years or more of 

Freud’s presence in everyone’s thinking (either learning from or raging actively against) one 

could at least venture the thought that vulnerability – and difference- creates a sense of 

vulnerability in all kids. Left to their own devices, in a group they copes with threat by splitting 

the group – in fantasy – into the vulnerable and the invulnerable. The more you bully one 

vulnerable child, the less you feel your own limitations. This is neither right nor wrong, it is 

human and immature. And left alone, it works too well, by which I mean that the bullies get what 

they are after, a (fantasied) invulnerability. At least for a while, - In a class it could be a few 

http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/293245.Meeting_at_the_Crossroads
http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/293245.Meeting_at_the_Crossroads
http://www.yediot.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4847849,00.html
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years. What the class does not need is an attack, a scolding; that just reinforces the need for 

invulnerability. What the class needs is a meeting, a conversation about vulnerability, led by a 

teacher whose own vulnerability is in reasonable balance. For example, she was not bullied by a 

principal or by parents about the presence of bullying.  

Here is how this conversation might go in a fifth grade class (I am sketching content, there are 

many ways to enact and concretize the content): 

“I have something it is important for me to talk with all of you about. I see myself as the teacher 

of all of this class, altogether you are children that I love and want to help to grow. 

“Growing up is not easy. Sometimes we feel small, or frightened, or that something could stop us 

from growing.  

“When we feel frightened, we try to do whatever we can to protect ourselves. Naturally, at first 

we might protect ourselves in a way that leaves someone else less protected. That is natural, but 

it is a mistake that we can correct, so that we can all feel protected together. 

“I believe that just now as a group there is something going on that is such a mistake and I want 

to help you to correct it. I will keep talking with you about it until I have found a way that really 

helps all of you. 

“You probably see around you how some groups of adults have bad things to say about other 

adults. When this happens, and it is a mistake that can happen to me as well, I realize that if I 

have bad things to say about, say tall people, thin people, short people, anyone different from 

me, I am dividing a group that I myself feel better not dividing. Maybe I was feeling too short, so 

I sit around with some friends making fun of people shorter than me. But I realize I am using 

making others feel bad to make me feel ok. And that is always a mistake that I can correct. I can 

always make myself feel even better by making friends with someone who is different and 

feeling a part of a total group where we all respect each other. Then I don’t have to be afraid that 

if I don’t put someone down first then someone might get together with others to put me down. 

“That is what I want for you. I want to help you to find your way to feel safe all together in this 

class. That is my responsibility, and just now I am thinking I have not done a good enough job. 

Perhaps some of you have felt that I am part of the problem, that I have played favorites. I want 
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to hear this if that is how you have been feeling. If I have made that mistake, I want to correct 

myself. Let’s see how you can find a better way without putting anyone down. Let’s give a few 

days, you can ask me for help if you need it. We will talk about this in a few days; I will not feel 

that I have done my job until all of you feel safe in the class such that no one needs to put anyone 

down and no one feels put down.  I am sure that I will know when we have all corrected this 

mistake, I want to hear from everyone until we have done this.” 

The teacher then recognizes that the leader of the bullying is likely to become very vulnerable as 

the pseudo-solution breaks down. 

Is this science fiction? Does it take an “exceptional” teacher? Not in my experience. My 

experience in Israel and in the US is that most teachers would welcome the opportunity not to be 

silenced or disempowered by bullying. Most think along the lines I have suggested because that 

is what their experience with kids teaches them. Most would welcome a bit of help in some of 

the precise phrasing. 

No, I do not think teachers are not up to the job. The obstacle most difficult to overcome is the 

“That is not your job” conundrum.  In the current hodgepodge of Israeli educational “theory,” we 

have become a society that simply does not know what it wants from its schools (except 

babysitting). There is no clear directive about the mission of the school for social education. 

Let me tell a story here, retold from Losing It . When I first came to Beer Sheva in the early 

eighty’s, the guidance counselor of the leading high school asked me to help her understand what 

on earth was a “Hour of Education” [Sha-at Chunich]. The Ministry had allocated one weekly 

hour of the high school curriculum to a meeting of the main teacher [mechanechet] with the 

class. The question was based upon the assumption that this was an American import, so I would 

know. But I did not. In the US the guidance counselor prepares for college admissions and does 

nothing like social interventions. I said, “I don’t know but let me help you invent it. Bring 

together yourself, your principal, two teachers, two students and two parents and let’s discuss 

what would work for you.” It might be no surprise that the only useful outcome of the meeting 

came from the students. They asked, “Why is the door of the teachers’ room always closed?” It 

turns out that the expansion of this question went “In a few years we will be adults. Don’t you 

want to teach us by example how adults manage themselves at work?” 

https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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A decade later I learned the true origin of “Chinuch.” The first wave of FSU adolescents 

encountered the Israeli school system and wanted to make a report – in Russian – to prepare next 

year’s newcomers. The kids wrote that there is a new idea called CHINUCH which they 

translated in Russian as vospitanie. It turns out that a full circle had just turned. Vospitanie was 

familiar to me from Uri Bronfenbrenner’s important Two Worlds of Childhood as the Russian 

word for social education back when the Soviet Union still paid attention to this. The adolescent 

immigrants of the nineties were schooled after all of this was in disrepair. They thought it was an 

Israeli idea. And I learned that it was indeed an Israeli socialist idea from decades earlier, a 

Soviet, not American import. 

Today I would see CHINUCH as opportunity and responsibility taken upon herself by the 

teacher who draws from her own direct experience with children the courage and conviction that 

social behaviors require an adult presence.  

If you are a veteran with this blog, you will anticipate the following explanatory theses: 

1. Governmental dispotif will neither favor nor allocate such a role. 

2. Taking this provides children with a developmental need in a participatory manner. It 

counteracts the basic Childism of current Israeli society. 

3. The choice to give voice to an adult response expresses the pastoral dispotif to which 

Israel gives lip service only. You could gain faint praise for effort but no support for 

doing this seriously. 

4. The choice to respond involved a meeting, not a sermon; a process between people, not a 

content to be transmitted. 

5. The meeting succeeds if it creates room for mutual presence. The line I traced above is 

only half of the meeting; it works if it elicits the other’s (pupils’) presence. 

6.  Buber’s I and Thou is as good a resource as any ever written for the teacher who chooses 

to base her decision to invite and enable the meeting. 

7. A real danger: No good deed will go unpunished. This meeting is fundamentally 

subversive to the governmental dispotif and to greedy capitalism and its social 

manifestations. 
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The Children of Israel 15 

 Mothers and Daughters 

One of the pinnacles of feminist thinking was achieved in Lynn Mikel Brown’s and Carol 

Gilligan’s immensely popular and hopefully influential Meeting at the Crossroads in 1992. I 

mentioned the introduction to this work in the last blog. Brown and Gilligan put forward a thesis 

that that for all its depth and complexity – and perhaps because its depth is a true depth - can 

actually summarized and comprehended. Girls up until the age of 11 keep their inner “voice,” 

they confront each other with conflicting wishes, they know and say what they think and want. 

At around 11 years of age girls run a danger of sacrificing this voice in order to think and act as 

they perceive is expected by their peers. This sacrifice entails a loss of real RELATIONSHIPS 

for “relationships” based on placating and conforming. They give the example of Lauren who at 

age 8 was told the Aesop fable-dilemma of the porcupine who came for the winter in a cave of 

hedgehogs but caused the hosts to be pricked whenever they moved. Lauren had her opinion, that 

the porcupine should stick his quills in the ground. Told the same story at age 13, Lauren said 

she did not know what a porcupine looks like. 

Brown and Gilligan proposed that mothers are in the best position to speak with their daughters 

at this “crossroads,” unlike fathers and sons who like Oedipus and Laius do battle to the death at 

the crossroads to Thebes.  

The implications of this work are enormous. In my clinical work I found myself revising how I 

looked at 11 year old girls and women who were once 11 year old girls, and I began to discover 

found stories everywhere that gave truth to this proposal. The most provocative implication was 

that the way girls and mothers talk with each other has the power to transform society, creating a 

(at least the female half of) citizenship less conforming, not afraid to express and discuss 

diversity, not shrinking from “meetings” at the many crossroads of a complex society. It would 

certainly suggest mandating a great deal of attention to the fifth grade cohort of girls, with 

educational, developmental and mental health (wo)manpower enlisted to pay attention to the 

fragility of the inner voice and support and protect it. 

This has not happened in Israel to date. Rather, the work and its implications were completely 

ignored. It was never translated despite its commercial success in the US and elsewhere. As far 

https://www.amazon.com/Meeting-Crossroads-Lyn-Mikel-Brown/dp/0674731824
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as I know I am the lone outlier who taught it – and found it elicited great interest in women 

professionals. The first response of many women in authority was that “that’s America, not 

here.” The academy gave the work little or no attention; I do not believe it was referred to in the 

press in any serious way. The Education Ministry ignored the educational implications. In short – 

erased. 

Elsewhere I have suggested that a work that gets ignored in Israel might see itself so 

complimented. Erasure suggests that the work is not susceptible to co-optation, no small 

compliment.  

 Now for some practical imagination: 

1. A guidance counselor in an elementary school somehow hears about this material and 

feels she can recognize it in her own life experience. (In principle it could be an 

educational psychologist, but in my experience that is less likely) 

2. The guidance counselor tells the principal about her personal and professional 

experience. 

3. The principal comes to recognize the issue of loss of voice in her own personal and 

educational life experience. 

4. The guidance counselor and the principal bring together the 5
th

 and 6
th 

 grade teachers. 

5. After a meeting or two in which all these women share their personal as well as 

educational life experience with protecting and losing voice, they decide with the 

endorsement of the principal to continue this discussion with the mothers of their students 

(mothers of boys and girls). 

6. Each teacher, assisted by the guidance counselor if she wishes, calls two or three 

meetings to talk with mothers and share personal and educational life experience. The 

teacher and mothers discuss how they would like this matter to be approached in the 

classroom. Perhaps there may already be examples of loss of voice coming up in the 

classroom. Here I leave open what the program might look like; it will be co-created by 

the women meeting together. 

7. Each teacher, assisted by the guidance counselor if she wishes, tries out the program she 

has put together with the mothers, in the classroom. It may include presence of some 

mothers. 

https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/heppenheim-2015.pdf
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8. The principal, guidance counselor and teachers meet to compare experiences with the 

mothers and in the classroom, learning from each other. They think together how what 

has been accomplished can be maintained throughout the year. 

9.  The school engages in this activity for say three years and tries to follow the results by 

attending to the experiences of the teachers, mothers and girls. 

10. Now the school is ready to communicate its experience to other principals, other 

guidance counselors, other mothers. 

11. One guidance counselor opens a Facebook page or a Hebrew blog page where all 

involved can openly communicate about the “program” and share and learn from 

experiences. 

12. An informal but edited translation of Brown and Gilligan is composed and placed as a 

pdf on the blog. [A note from experience: Authors and publishers tend to ignore 

copyright issues on translations into Hebrew that are shared not for profit. My colleague 

and I placed such a translation of one article of Carol Gilligan in a reader on therapeutic 

communication with adolescents eleven years ago and Carol was delighted to receive a 

copy. For decades I have been making and editing translations of important materials that 

will never get published in Hebrew, once I realized that in Israel today only Hebrew 

material speaks to the heart.] 

13. The program can self-grow bottom-up without any input from Ministry supervisors.  

14. Mothers and girls start to give privilege to preservation of the “inner voice.”  

I have taught this material to at least 500-1000 women in classrooms, in-service training and 

conferences, but what I still do not know is how to get to the first step. I doubt this blog will do 

the trick. The common Israeli way would be for some academic to take over the material, 

obstruct its translation in order to secure control, and discuss it into the ground or make a 

research project that would waste a decade in order to convince the already convinced.  

Any suggestions out there? 

  

https://alanflashman.com/therapeutic-communication-with-adolescents-hebrew/
https://alanflashman.com/therapeutic-communication-with-adolescents-hebrew/
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The Children of Israel 16 

 Sons and Fathers 

Adolescence has been discovered and rediscovered on several occasions in the history of 

psychoanalytic developmental thinking. And it is worth pointing out that psychoanalytic thinking 

is deeply developmental. Following Freud’s third of the Three Essays on the Theories of 

Sexuality, August Aichhorn broke new ground with his Wayward Youth. Anna Freud contributed 

two chapters in her The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense, and was followed by her students 

Erik Erikson in the USA, famous for Identity, Youth and Crisis and the Laufers in London 

(Adolescence and Developmental Breakdown ). Winnicott devoted part of Playing and Reality 

and one case in the “squiggle book.” Less well-known in the USA, Francoise Dolto and Serge 

Lebovici of Paris and Helm Stierlin in Heidelberg contributed significant studies. All these 

works treated the adolescent’s struggle to separate, gain personal identity, leave his family 

behind and get on with life. 

Towering over all these figures, at least in terms of influence in the USA ,was Peter Blos. In 

1962 it was Blos who contributed what became an instant classic, On Adolescence, and in the 

1970’s he became justifiably famous (and somewhat controversial) for recasting adolescence as a 

“second separation-individuation” period, the ultimate statement of the theory of adolescence as 

leave-taking. That was just before the feminist critique of Carol Gilligan and others began to 

question the one-sided (male, chauvinistic) view of becoming independent as the dominant 

challenge of adolescence. Of course, the new critique suggested that development runs from 

dependency to mutuality, not to independence. In 1985 Blos published an extraordinary work 

called Son and Father in which he (unconsciously?) took up one side of this challenge and 

reformulated the adolescence of boys. 

Blos’ new formulation takes note of the two psychological functions that Freud had grouped 

together in the “super-ego.” The first and better known function is that of conscience, the “NO”. 

This function grew out of the father’s saying no to his son’s wish to take mother from him, the 

well-known and today mostly misunderstood “Oedipus complex.” Here the father’s role is 

“triadic” – it takes place in the context of a threesome. Blos then asked when and how the other 

“super-ego” function develops, the “YES” technically known as the ego-ideal, the aspiration to 

https://archive.org/stream/threecontributio14969gut/14969.txt
https://archive.org/stream/threecontributio14969gut/14969.txt
https://www.amazon.com/Wayward-Youth-August-Aichhorn/dp/0670001694
https://www.amazon.com/Ego-Mechanisms-Defence-Anna-Freud/dp/1855750384
https://www.amazon.com/Identity-Youth-Crisis-Austen-Monograph/dp/0393311449
https://www.amazon.com/Adolescence-Developmental-Breakdown-Psychoanalytic-Maresfield/dp/1855751089
https://www.amazon.com/Playing-Reality-Routledge-Classics-Winnicott/dp/0415345464
https://www.amazon.com/Therapeutic-Consultations-Child-Psychiatry-Winnicott/dp/0701203307
https://www.amazon.fr/Paroles-pour-adolescents-complexe-homard/dp/207055306X
https://books.google.co.il/books/about/Trait%C3%A9_de_psychiatrie_de_l_enfant_et_de.html?hl=iw&id=dWq7AAAAIAAJ
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3109/00048677309159757?journalCode=ianp20
https://www.amazon.com/Adolescence-Peter-Blos/dp/0029043301
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Son-Father-Before-Oedipus-Complex/dp/0029036801
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become oneself. Blos proposed that the YES develops in adolescence within the context of a 

dyadic relationship with the father. He argued that adolescent boys have enough incest taboo to 

let go of desires towards mother by themselves, but they turn to father now in a twosome, 

seeking his support for their self-aspirations. So adolescent boys, far from leaving father behind, 

also turn to him for support for their self-aspirations. This is almost mutuality. If you add to 

Blos’ work a change that fathers need to undergo in relation to their sons, you get full mutuality. 

Peter Blos Sr. (Jr. also became a child psychoanalyst) created quite a sensation in the USA with 

this proposal. He was already very famous and considered the last word in adolescent 

psychoanalysis. But now he put Oedipus in a very new context and added a crucial piece of 

personal development that takes place very late in the psychoanalytic scheme of time. And he 

suggested that a dyadic relationship could come after a triadic one, the very opposite of all 

analytic thinking about mothers. To top it off, one chapter of the book was devoted to this 

development in none other than Sigmund Freud, whose adolescent development had been almost 

completely ignored. 

Readers of this blog will not be surprised to hear that Blos’ last work was and to my knowledge 

still is almost completely ignored in Israel. It was cited in one excellent doctoral thesis on boys 

and fathers which I had the privilege to informally supervise and which has yet to be published. 

Blos has never been translated into Hebrew (that includes his first classic work). I am tempted to 

suggest (among friends, here, I hope) that Blos’ formulation would be treated as no less than 

subversive in Israel. There is no place whatever for a pastoral-father-function in the extreme 

governmental dispotif which needs young males to be hyper-independent as they move into their 

security and economic roles. I have also suggested elsewhere that Israeli society is rooted in 

adolescents breaking away from their families and becoming “pioneers.” Men are heavily 

discouraged from the bugaboo of dependence and to think that a boy in the tenth grade really 

needs to talk with his father rather than leave his father behind places nearly a century of youth 

movement ideology in question. 

Let me sketch out the full picture of mutuality that I breezed by a moment ago. Let us pay 

attention here to the oft-stated paternal declaration,” I’ve been your father now for fifteen years 

just this way, don’t expect me to change now.” Now let’s ask ourselves, is being the father of a 

two year old like being the father of a fifteen year old? Do we want the fifteen year old to act like 

http://shnaton.huji.ac.il/index.php/NewSyl/03500/1/2015/
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a two year old, even towards his father? When and how does this pair grow? Does the father lose 

something of his “fatherness” if he changes? We could easily appreciate a more developmentally 

robust situation in which father, challenged by his son’s growing up (and hopefully assisted by 

his spouse) says to himself, “My son needs to grow and so do I. His resisting freezing our 

relationship in the past is a vote of confidence that I can grow with him. And it looks like he is 

inviting me to grow beyond the place at which I froze my own development in relation to my 

father a generation ago.” The father puts this into action and gives his son the experience of 

being effective in the world, first in being a partner with his own father in effecting mutual 

change. 

This minor miracle takes place in some exceptional families from which we have much to learn. 

It is my contention that it can take place in more families if society supports it. It seems to me 

that Israel society today does the opposite of supporting this change, in the following ways: 

1. Adolescents, especially boys, are not encouraged to be effective in changing the social 

world in which they live. They are encouraged to be “independent” in their technical 

thinking, i.e. making start-ups and being good soldiers, but entirely conformist in their 

social thinking. A Prime Minister (and several wannabes surrounding him) put on “Father 

Knows Best” personas while they ruthlessly (and illegally) crush any statements of 

opposition.  

2. High Schools do not encourage kids to take any significant part in defining their own 

educational environment. This is all the more startling because the world into which kids 

will need to function is changing at the well-known speed of light, and kids know more 

about tomorrow than their teachers. The Education Ministry for the last say two decades 

is entirely closed to meaningful input from its consumers. Is that the way they should 

then run their legendary (as opposed to real) start-up successes? 

3. Israel becomes more macho by the year. The absurd discourse of “Winners” and “Losers” 

reduces political conversation to a pissing contest and a shouting match. Fathers are 

supposed to measure up to some obsolete authoritarian model and be judges by their male 

progeny’s Bagrut score, army career and income. They are expected to wield “Authority” 

and are immediately judged as wimps if their sons do not comply with such “authority.” 
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Even many therapists have been overwhelmed by this narrow and anachronistic view and 

provide “parental counselling” that is about power plain and simple. 

4. Fathers are effectively excluded from any voice about their sons’ upbringing, in schools 

and in youth movements.  

5. It is interesting to imagine what fathers and sons would say to each other about the 

father’s experience with the continuing conquest of the Palestinian people from ex-

soldiers to future soldiers. I doubt recent governments want to find out. 

As usual, I myself certainly do not have an answer. That is where I welcome readers to use 

their experiences to think about steps that could privilege the simple fact that a father-son 

relationship has a special opportunity for mutual growth during adolescence. Suggestions? 
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The Children of Israel 17 

 DAY OF JUDGMENT FOR KIDS: DIVORCE 

Dr. Gerald Caplan was one of the most influential child psychiatrists of the twentieth century. He 

established a child clinic in Jerusalem that was far ahead of its time in the early 1950’s. One of 

its consultants was Erik Erikson, one of its trainees Salvador Minuchin. Like many exceptional 

professionals of that “Tsena” [austerity] period, he moved on to Boston, where he nearly single-

handedly created the fields of Medical Liaison and Community Psychiatry. When I was in 

training, in the days when the word “community” was regarded positively, Caplan was an icon. 

Caplan retired from Harvard and tried to complete the work he had started by becoming 

Professor of Child Psychiatry at Hadassa Medical Center in Jerusalem. He recounted to me how 

he was greeted. The tenure committee of the Hebrew University, unimpressed by his 

international renown and his Harvard professorship, insisted that he supply a full accounting of 

his publications. Accounting. Caplan by then had published around twenty volumes and more 

ground-breaking papers than just about anyone in his field, but the tenure committee needed to 

count them, -according to the accounting of the Physics professor who chaired the committee. 

The number barely secured him the post. When I moved to Israel, he offered me a job at 

Hadassa. I thought trying to create community child psychiatry in the South would suite me 

better. Caplan said to a colleague, “If Flashman chooses to go to the South, it proves he is an 

idiot and we are better off without him.” Turns out he was right; the rest can be found in my 

Losing It. 

In the early nineties, after retiring from Hadassa, Caplan set up a center to treat divorcing 

families. He invited me to set up a branch in the South, an invitation that never bore fruit. What I 

want to relate here is Caplan’s “community-oriented” insight. He said, “Divorce is the number 

one child mental health challenge of our day now in Israel.” Right again. It remains a challenge 

yet to be met. The child mental health aspect of divorce is pretty simple to define. Children 

naturally misunderstand divorce as being about them and perhaps because of them. Children 

require the assistance of both parents to maintain a sense of security in their relationships with 

both parents, that parents have ceased to love each other but neither parent will divorce their 

children. The more divorcing parents express their wish that their child continue to love both 

parents, the less the divorce creates loyalty conflict. The more parents fight over custody and 

https://msrc.fsu.edu/system/files/Caplan%20G%20et%20al%201994%20Caplanian%20mental%20health%20consultation-%20historical%20background%20and%20current%20status.pdf
http://www.goodtherapy.org/famous-psychologists/salvador-minuchin.html
https://www.amazon.com/Losing-Decades-Psychiatry-Alan-Flashman/dp/3639794141
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visitation, the more children suffer from loyalty conflict. The courts of course were not flooded 

by divorcing parents. Rather, the “high-conflict” divorces tended to reach an impasse with 

extended litigation and continuing emotional stress on the children.  

 Here are the ways in which Israel has so far failed to meet this challenge: 

1. The Family Court 

The Family Court was created in 1998 partially in order to keep divorce litigation from flooding 

the general Magistrates Courts (the British name, in Hebrew: Beit Mishpat LeShalom). In 

principle The Family Court justices were to specialize in family law and become adept in 

handling divorce cases. At the time there was hope that such expertise would decrease the never-

ending litigation of the impassed high-conflict cases. One would have assumed that child mental 

health considerations would come first, as prevention of loyalty conflict was the foremost goal in 

creating these courts.  

But sadly the child of divorce became invisible even in the Family Courts. Justices were 

interested in all sorts of legal issues, but not in “psychology.” Their training never included any 

in depth understanding of divorce from the child’s point of view. So each justice simply took 

their own home-grown prejudices about children and used it to wield unlimited power over the 

lives of children. The State of Israel, for all sorts of reasons unrelated to the child’s best interests, 

never allowed the child any legal representation as a full participant in divorce proceedings. The 

refusal to allow a guardian ad litem has been criticized repeatedly but has not really budged. As a 

result, there is no party that represents the child’s view. 

As a result Family Court justices would fly by the seat of their pants, trying recreate the wheel in 

each case. They would arbitrarily invite or not invite the child to appear in chambers, according 

to the inclination of the judge without any criteria. Small wonder that in 2005 when the Justice 

Ministry discovered that the principle of participation of the U.N. Convention on the Rights of 

Children (see Blog 1) provided the child the right to initiate being heard personally, the Family 

Court justices felt a need to undergo training in communication with children. I was invited to 

take part in the pilot of this training. My impression was negative. The “in-service” was mostly 

frontal and did not provide enough time (for busy judges, after all, for whom this was 

“psychology” and not their “field”) to accomplish more than a superficial exposure to the child’s 
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world. Pre-school children, who constitute the bulk of children of divorce, were entirely almost 

completely ignored (too much “psychology”). In the end, the justices heard a talk about how they 

really already know how to talk to children, using the worn-out and nearly meaningless Israeli 

military cliché “just talk to them at eye-level.” The die was cast. Justices are experts because 

they are justices. The differences between children and adults were washed over by good 

intentions and the training was declared a success because the judges were blissfully 

unchallenged. And the child qua child was left invisible. 

2. The Rabbinical Court 

To protect the Jewish population from unnecessarily breeding bastards according to Jewish Law, 

the State of Israel maintains a parallel rabbinical court system which has sole authority to issue 

the final divorce decree, the get. This provision would seem to be solely in the interest of yet to 

be born children. Without it, a woman might think she is free and bear a child to a man other 

than her husband while by Jewish law she is still married. The offspring would bear the stigma of 

mamzer whose civil status is stigmatized. Perhaps the woman does not care or even know about 

this, but the requirement of a get protects the status of potential children. 

The Rabbinical Court also functions as a parallel to the Family Courts and property and custody 

can be litigated there as well, depending which side turns to which court system first. What!? 

That’s right, as if divorce were not complicated enough in and of itself, separating Israeli couples 

also have to second-guess the other side in  terms of who gets (pun intended) to which court first. 

The overall understanding of secular couples is that the rabbis (these are exclusively male) are 

biased in favor of the male, but it really depends on which rabbis hear the case. In the 1990’s two 

“improvements” were made in the rabbinical court proceedings. The first was that women were 

allowed to represent parties to divorce, under the new title “rabbinical advocates (toaniyot 

rabaniyot).” Second, several rabbinical courts hired social workers whose mission it was to 

inform the court, try to “save” marriages, mediate and counsel regarding children. The 

motivation of the rabbinical courts at the time was to prevent the creation of the Family Courts, 

and once this failed, the social service program was kept standing but never maintained or 

expanded, even to one worker in each court. The social service component became expert mainly 

in divorce dynamics and mediation, never in child metal health. That would be more 

“psychology” than the rabbis could manage. This program, stunted after its inception, was 
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effective mainly informally, for better or for worse. Its effect depended upon the relationship of 

the individual worker with the individual rabbinical judges. 

3. Social Services: In the Courts 

 A social service “Assistance Agency” was created together with the Family Court. The agency 

attempted to perform evaluations and make recommendations and some treatment for families 

referred by perplexed judges. For many years the agency provided a limited but professionally 

highly valued service for some divorcing couples. This was as close as Israel came to paying 

some attention to the experience of children. In recent year this agency merged with the smaller 

informal program at the rabbinical courts and a plan was developed to expand manpower in a 

uniform manner to all rabbinical courts. Just a few months ago the new and completely 

uninformed Justice Minister shuffled the deck with a fiat in which all the social services of both 

courts will be reduced to a superficial introductory “psychoeducation” (in reality bureaucratic) 

role that is likely to accomplish nothing positive but eliminate the possibility of any 

“psychological” understanding of the child’s experience of the divorce.  

4. Social Services : Outside the courts 

Israeli bureaucratic ingenuity is famous for producing the duplication of nothing. In the case of 

divorce, the Welfare Ministry created a copy of American “Welfare Officers for Court [i.e. 

Divorce] Proceedings” [pekidei saad to sidrei din] whose original mission was to double check 

that divorce agreements not sacrifice the welfare of the child to the convenience of the parents. 

For example, parents were not permitted to burden children with excessive travel or excessive 

fragmentation of the fabric of their lives. But since the Magistrates Court, prior to the creation of 

the Family Courts, had no one to advise them on divorce disagreements and litigation, this role 

was foisted upon the welfare officers who were never fully trained and certainly never funded 

and staffed for it. The inevitable result of this artificial mess was that overloaded and 

undertrained social workers were rewarded for efficiency in making the cases move along, which 

required superficial one-sided work. Social workers were only superficially trained in talking 

with children [take my word for it, I did the training but had no say in how much training would 

be necessary to be effective] and with child developmental needs. A worker would often be 

pressured to produce a “Report” [taskir] with time to see, say five children once all together for 

http://www.davar1.co.il/24651/
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an hour. The ability to apply judgment to direct experience was not supported, and in its place 

some superficial guideline that might sound professional and save time and effort was sought. 

Dr. Richard Gardner, a later to be criticized to the point of being discredited New York child 

psychiatrist provided just the formula. He made up a “syndrome” of parental alienation, which 

was imported in the most simplistic, i.e. bureaucratically efficient, manner. The idea as applied 

in Israel was that if a child does not want to visit a father (most of the cases), blame the mother 

for “alienating the child” as a default. This saves the very complex professional role of 

evaluating estranged relationships for which society provided no resources. As a result, the child 

becomes virtually invisible and mute. Anything he might say about Dad is blamed on Mom. Any 

clever Israeli lawyer, and these abound, could instruct his male client to make the visits 

miserable and then blame the mother for alienating and insist that the child be taken from her 

custody either to his or to a residential placement, by the way sparing alimony payments. 

The last piece of this puzzle from Kafka was the simplistic mis-importation of the research on 

children of divorce. The first and greatest student of this field was Dr. Judith Wallerstein, who 

would visit Israel at times. Judy had made a forceful argument that children benefit from a 

continuous relationship with the noncustodial parent, usually the father as long as it is a positive 

relationship. Well, the first part fits the need for a simple solution, but the second part would 

require allocation of staff and training to evaluate the quality of such a relationship, so it fell into 

the Atlantic (or maybe Mediterranean) Ocean on the way to Israel. Complexity just gets in the 

way of “efficiency.” I had the privilege once of accompanying Judy Wallerstein during a 

conference co-sponsored by the Ministry of Welfare and the Social Work Department of the 

Hebrew University, where I had been teaching about families. As is Israeli pseudo-academic 

sport, a “difficult” (read: impossibly muddled) divorce case was presented. The “dilemma was 

how to maintain paternal visitations when the child was adamant that Dad was emotionally cruel 

to him. Judy asked why on earth was anyone trying to preserve such visits. She was told that that 

is what the “research” says – parental continuity is always good for the child. Judy asked, 

“Which research?” and was flabbergasted to hear the reply, “yours.” She rose to the occasion of 

trying to explain the way her research discriminates between positive and destructive 

relationships. She was flatly told (in a somewhat muddled translation) that she was wrong, that is 

not what her research said. During a break, I told her what was really said in Hebrew, which she 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_A._Gardner
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/21/health/research/judith-s-wallerstein-psychologist-who-analyzed-divorce-dies-at-90.html?_r=0
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found hard to believe. As the session reconvened she addressed the question again and this time 

received in both original and translation a clear lesson in how her research had been totally 

misconstrued in Israel. It reminded me of what my good friend (and Judy’s), Al Solnit of Yale 

had once confided in a conversation about such matters, “I have been giving advice to Israel for 

20 years and no one has listened to a word of it.” 

The ultimate result of this mess was an ideological unwillingness of this service to confront 

simple human experience. Workers were rewarded regularly for being quick (“professional”) and 

any worker who stopped to apply professional judgment to professional experience was 

punished. At the far extreme, the defaults I described above created the absurd but very current 

idea in the courts that if a divorced father threatened to discontinue visitations unless x y or z, 

then he must be placated at all costs according to Wallerstein’s research. I once gave a lecture 

about “The Good-enough Divorced Father” where I suggested that such threats hardly speak for 

a good relationship since the child receives such threats as an insult to his relationship with Dad. 

I was told by the service’s director (a former student) that I was way out of line and could not say 

such a thing. A little later, training the welfare officers about children, I raised some questions 

about Gardner’s “parental alienation.” A student complained that I was spreading heresy and I 

was promptly fired.  

5. Family Evaluation Reports to the Courts 

The reader should by now have a pretty clear picture of the impossibility of the task of the 

Family Court judge. In “high-conflict” divorces, he is flooded with allegations that cannot be 

proven and extreme claims about how each parent is harmful to the children. Often each parent 

comes armed with some expert opinion supporting his or her claim. The “Assitance Unit” has 

now become hamstrung and the welfare officers are chronically understaffed and undertrained. 

So the judge naturally decides to appoint a neutral expert to render an opinion. The bottom line 

that the judge needs to understand is not whether the entire procedure is good or bad for the kids, 

because that is a no-brainer. It is awful. What the judge needs to know is what Solnit and 

partners called “the least detrimental alternative.” This would come mainly out of a deep 

understanding of the emotional world of each child. 

https://alanflashman.com/%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A8%D7%95%D7%A9%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%95%D7%91%D7%99%D7%A7%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%91%D7%9B%D7%9C-%D7%9E%D7%97%D7%99%D7%A8-2006/


88 
 

Nope, not in Israel. The appointment of the expert has rapidly turned into its own little industry, 

with experts providing intensive and costly evaluations that are universally recognized as 

irrelevant to what the court needs to know. There “expert” clinics perform a great deal of 

psychological testing and individual examinations. The reader might be puzzled – how can 

individual testing give an accurate picture of a relationship? Well, it can’t, but one has to make a 

living. So the court orders parents to fund outrageously expensive and often irrelevant projective 

testing, while a real understanding of the child’s relationships is given short shrift. Some of these 

clinics seem to pander to what the judge wants to hear, probably in order to get reappointed. The 

clinics seem to think judges like a “balanced” report, which usually includes painting a grim 

picture of each parent’s mental health, and then suggesting some kind of compromise without 

detailing the child’s views and relationships. The judge almost always adopts the 

recommendations of his expert, so matters are decided for the child without an adequate 

assessment of the divorce from the child’s point of view. 

6. Divorce Mediation 

AT this time most Western countries favor mediation over litigation and make it to the advantage 

of the divorcing couple to mediate. In the 1990’s there was some activity towards creating 

professional mediation workers, but something went amiss and mediation seems to have faded as 

a realistically dominant direction. I suspect that the lawyers’ association was active in keeping 

mediation limited. The poorly  thought out plan implemented by the Justice Minister suggests 

both sides – that mediation is lacking and has to be encouraged and that the recent plan will 

make noise but to effective change. 

There are two relevant points about mediation that are related to the place of the needs of the 

child in mediation. The first point is that in “low-conflict” divorces the actual difference between 

mediation and litigation is not so significant. These are the couple capable of reaching agreement 

and these are not the cases that clog the court calendar and drive judges to distraction. I was 

privileged to supervise [off the record due to arcane academic rules – a full-time faculty member 

“pretended “to supervise a first doctorate about mediation in Israel and perhaps in the world. Dr. 

Raya Yoeli, a mediator,) I can find no link even in Hebrew) wanted to study the different 

activities that use the same title, mediation. She found that in families with a higher level of 

differentiation am activity closer to a therapy was possible and included making place for 
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understanding the children. However, in lower level differentiation families (pretty much the 

high-conflict group) other skills were necessary and often a lower level of compromise with less 

attention to the children. Dr. Yoeli discussed “differentiation” in the way she learned it from me. 

Families with high differentiation are able to achieve communication between dyads in the 

family in which both parties enter communication from an authentic personal stance (“I-position) 

and with openness to the I-position of the other, they communicate between the two and do not 

enlist “triangles” of other family members into the specific communication, and they achieve 

“co-creation” in which the parties are partners to something new in each of them. (Here is my 

one paper in English about this). Now the simple fact is that mediators learn how to deal with the 

high-differentiation families which need them less, and then try to apply such skills to low-

differentiation families where other skills are needed. 

The second point is that the course in mediation overseen by the Justice Ministry includes an 

unspeakably weak section regarding children. Mediators are simply unprepared and unequipped 

to speak with children or to understand them developmentally. Once in 2005 I gave an intensive 

course on children and divorce. I was informed that there had never been such a course anywhere 

in Israel.(I cannot attest to this). One mediation course asked me to give the course to their staff 

and then they decided to offer it as a supplement to already graduated mediators. Absolutely no 

one sighed up and the entire matter of getting mediators to understand children died. So the child 

is erased in mediation as in litigation.  

7. Public Child Mental Health Services: Child Treatment 

Readers of this blog will already know that now in Israel there are practically no child  mental 

health service available, and those that are available are completely medicalized. So Dr. Gerald 

Caplan’s insight into the need for preventive and supportive treatment for child of divorce 

remains unredeemed for most of the population. 

8. Public Mental Health Services: Family Therapy 

One last quick point to complete this map of the dismal state of affairs. One might expect that 

Family Therapy would be a useful tool in many divorcing families. Family Therapy saw some 

exciting good years in the 1980’s and 1990’s but is now mostly history. What does exist has 

mostly diminished into “Parental Guidance” and most family therapists are untrained in 

https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/almost-buber-2008-final.pdf
https://alanflashman.com/%D7%99%D7%9C%D7%93%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%95%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A8%D7%95%D7%A9%D7%99%D7%9F/
https://alanflashman.com/%D7%99%D7%9C%D7%93%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%95%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A8%D7%95%D7%A9%D7%99%D7%9F/
https://alanflashman.com/%D7%A7%D7%95%D7%A8%D7%A1-%D7%91%D7%99%D7%9C%D7%93%D7%99%D7%9D-%D7%95%D7%92%D7%99%D7%A8%D7%95%D7%A9%D7%99%D7%9F-%D7%9C%D7%9E%D7%92%D7%A9%D7%A8%D7%99%D7%9D/
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communication with children. So children are “understood” and “treated” indirectly, another 

form of being “erased.” The Family Therapy Association invited me to address the 

disappearance of children from the Family Therapy treatment room just a few years ago. Of 

course, nothing came of it as far as I know. 

  

https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/d799d79cd793d799d79d-d791d798d799d7a4d795d79c-d79ed7a9d7a4d797d7aad799.pdf
https://alanflashman.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/d799d79cd793d799d79d-d791d798d799d7a4d795d79c-d79ed7a9d7a4d797d7aad799.pdf
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The Children of Israel 18 

 Winding Up – Thinking “Up” 

I have been reading Hanna Arendt these days and have discovered that while Childism was 

informed by her closest student, it is Arendt’s thinking that I find most illuminating as I try to 

summarize my thoughts about “the children of Israel.” 

As is well known, Arendt trained in philosophy and gained her doctorate from the renowned Karl 

Jaspers in Heidelberg, writing on the meaning of love in St. Augustine. That was just before she 

was forced to flee after the Nazi rise to power in 1933. She left behind not only home and friends 

but also her field. She became dedicated to work with people and understanding people in their 

“plurality”, a word she gladly borrowed from Kant. 

Children can be best understood in their plurality, and in doing so adults achieve a special level 

in the ability to think regarding plurality. When a man understands another man and the 

difference between him and the other man, he achieves a form of contact with the other that 

changes himself as well. When a man crosses gender and culture gaps and understands a woman, 

his achievement is greater. When his crosses the age gap and understands a child, he crosses two 

boundaries, the first of the child now, the second the gap between himself today and himself as a 

child. Another way of saying that this would be the greatest achievement of plurality would be to 

say that this is the most difficult cultural achievement. 

So a culture, a civil society and a state may be judged according to the degree that adults strive to 

understand children and privilege this understanding. And a culture has so much to gain by 

attending to the way children understand the world. 

Israeli society claims to invest in children as the “future.” That is part of the problem. Children 

are here right now, in the present. If we want children to become our future, we need to give 

them the ground of being appreciated in the present. Otherwise, as our “future,” they will be 

merely inheritors of economic and security producers in an obscenely unbalanced governmental 

dispotif. 

Every act of reaching out to meaningful co-creation with children is an act of resistance 

against governmentality. And in Israel today every such act will be met with opposition laced 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/arendt/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/jaspers/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/jaspers/
http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/L/bo3619601.html
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with chauvinism, childism and condescension. The stronger the reaction, the more the 

significance of the act becomes apparent. 

I began this journey with children’s rights, but the struggle that is effective will not be in the 

realm of rights. The rights will follow only after the civil struggle has moved forward. 

This struggle brings together the two realms that Hanna Arendt argued were necessary for social 

change: experience and thinking about experience. 

I am suggesting here that adults in Israel respect, privilege and endeavor to feel more completely 

the experiences of children. This includes experiences in home, in school, and in society. It 

includes experiences with schools that do not suite them and that coerce them into being 

someone whom they are not. It includes children being used by one parent against the other. It 

includes children being “represented” by professionals who do not know how to listen to them. It 

includes paying close attention to the responses of children to terror, to losses, to demonization. 

The second step involves thinking about these experiences. It involves reflection on the impact 

of the child’s experience on her development. It includes thinking about the impact on a child’s 

development of her voice being erased. It involves becoming not only “sensitive” but committed 

to the importance of these reflections and the dangers of ignoring them 

Then comes the hardest step – talking about the experiences and our thoughts about them. I have 

been reaching out for ideas about with whom to talk. I have suggested areas where women talk 

with each other. One thoughtful reader gave her thoughts on how this might appear.  

In a deep way this blog has become an appeal to adults in Israel to pay attention to the 

experiences of children, to reflect upon them with commitment and to speak about them. I think 

that all of the very abstract and complex ideas that I have proposed come down to just this. 

Yom Kippur is thought of as a day of “repentance” [tshuva]. Maimonides famously (and 

indirectly) states that repentance is not itself a specific commandment [just as the commandment 

to keep all the commandments is not itself a specific commandment] but that it is first expressed 

in language – the words of vidui, admission and listing of transgressions out loud. I am looking 

for kindred spirits to the expression out loud to one another about how we have failed our 

children, in order to make change possible. 

https://www.amazon.com/Responsibility-Judgment-Hannah-Arendt/dp/0805211624
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And I wish my (presumably few to the point of precious) readers Gmar Hatima Tova which here 

I would paraphrase – may the results of your impact on the world be beneficial. 
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