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Abstract 
Taglit Birthright is an organization that provides free ten-day diaspora-heritage trips to Israel 

for young Jewish adults between 18 and 26 years old. Taglit is Hebrew for discovery and this 

is the ambition of the organization: providing young Jewish people with an opportunity to 

discover their socio-cultural Jewish heritage. Taglit Birthright aims at ensuring the future of 

the Jewish people by strengthening the Jewish identity via an educational trip and pursues to 

foster the understanding and identification of the participants with Israel, its people and the 

culture. Since its foundation in 1999, over 500.000 young people have partaken in a 

Birthright trip.        

This case-study presents empirical data from one particular Taglit Birthright trip to Israel. The 

objective of this study is to provide insights in how emotions shaped a Taglit group and 

which emotions are constructed during a ten-day Taglit trip. Theoretically, this study is 

informed by the work of the post-colonial and feminist scholar Ahmed (2004 and 2013). 

Emotions are considered as ‘doing things’: collectives, such as a Taglit Birthright group, are 

constructed through shared emotions. Methodologically, emotional reflexivity will be applied 

in this research. Related to this positioning, hermeneutic circle informs this research in order 

to emphasize how temporal distance results in ‘understanding in multiple ways’. Besides, 

hermeneutic circle embraces reflexivity as it stresses the importance of self-understanding 

and pre-understanding as informing our understanding.  

The presented findings are based on participant observation during a Taglit Birthright trip in 

the summer of 2016. The empirical data consists of audio recordings of group activities, 

recorded personal reflections and diary entries. Based on this data, the following conclusions 

are drawn: strong feelings of connectiveness to and with the group derive from an intense 

ten-day trip in which embodied experiences, embedded in emotions, are shared. Sharing 

activities, such as circulizing (forming a circle with a large group of people), are tools which 

provoke strong feelings of ‘being part of something’. On a personal level, it can be argued 

that expressed emotions, which create feelings of connectiveness within a group, do not 

necessarily need to be personally felt simultaneously. When personal feelings do not align 

with the collectively expressed emotions, feelings of ‘not fitting in’ might arise. This study 

wishes to contribute to the ‘emotionalization of tourism’, which aims at foregrounding the 

role of emotions in tourism encounters and social relations.  

 

Keywords: Taglit Birthright, Israel, Jewish heritage tourism, emotional reflexivity, organized 

trips.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

1.1 The last night of a Taglit trip in Israel 
 

I feel that I made real friends over the last ten days, I never expected that. This 

trip was so special for me; it was really one of the best experiences of my life. 

We are such a good group and it was so special to be part of it, I also feel so 

privileged that I was able to go on this trip’.  

This is how one of the participants described her experiences of the past ten days on the last 

night of our Taglit Birthright trip to Israel. We were sitting in a big circle in an air-

conditioned room in a hotel just outside of Tel Aviv, 32 young Dutch people with a Jewish 

background, two Dutch staff members, our Israeli guide and our Israeli security guard. We 

had been together since we arrived in Israel ten days earlier and most of us would fly back to 

The Netherlands the next morning. Though some of the group members extended their stay in 

Israel, this was really our last evening together as a group. I felt a bit empty, tired from the 

intense program of the last ten days and the constant presence of the other group members. I 

also felt sad, realizing that the trip was about to come to an end and our group would split up.

 The trip is sponsored by Taglit-Birthright Israel, a non-profit educational 

organization that offers free ten-day heritage trips to Israel for young Jewish adults between 

the age of 18 and 26. Since 1999, over 500.000 young people from 64 different countries 

have participated in Taglit
1
. The objective of Taglit, which means ‘discovery’ in Hebrew, is 

‘to ensure the future of the Jewish people by strengthening the Jewish identity via an 

educational trip’
2
 and fostering the understanding and identification of the participants with 

Israel. One of the ways in which these goals are achieved is through the mifgash, which is 

Hebrew for ‘encounter’. The mifgash is a component that is part of every Taglit trip, it 

provides Israeli Jews and diasporic Jews with an opportunity to learn from each other, and 

their shared socio-cultural heritage, by travelling together as one Taglit group. The ambition 

of Birthright Israel is to motivate the young participants to continue to explore their Jewish 

identity, support Israel and maintain long-lasting connections with Israelis after returning to 

their homelands. The Taglit organization aims at creating more connectiveness between 
                                                           
1
 Birthright Israel https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Birthright_Israel (9/5/2017).  

2
About Birthright Israel: http://www.birthrightisrael.com/TaglitBirthrightIsraelStory/Pages/Objectives.aspx (05-

01-2017). 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Birthright_Israel
http://www.birthrightisrael.com/TaglitBirthrightIsraelStory/Pages/Objectives.aspx
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young Jewish people and the State of Israel and to activate their engagement in Jewish life. 

One way through which these feelings of ‘connectiveness’ are achieved is by ‘stimulating the 

emotional engagement’ by providing participants with an ‘invariably emotionally engaging, 

intense and novel experience’ (Chazan 2008: 176).    

 At the final night of our Taglit trip, while we were sitting in a circle and 

reflected on our past ten days, I felt a strong connection with the people around me. We had 

started to call our group ‘the best group ever’, or ‘the most amazing bus’ and I realized that I 

would really miss these people, who had been complete strangers to me ten days earlier. I 

became interested in how specifically these ‘feelings of connectiveness are achieved through 

‘emotional engagement’ (ibid: 176). Which emotions create these feelings of connectivity? 

And how do emotions work to construct these strongly felt emotions of being part of a group? 

Which emotions had shaped our Birthright trip and how did feelings of connectiveness derive 

from the shared emotions and experiences? The case-study that is presented here will tackle 

these questions. More specifically, it will examine how emotions, both experienced at a 

personal level as well as deriving from the in-group experiences, shaped our Taglit Birthright 

tour in Israel.  

In the upcoming part, the previous literature on Taglit Birthright will be presented; 

subsequently the knowledge gap that this research attempts to address will be introduced, 

followed by the research questions and theoretical, conceptual and methodological 

positioning of this study.  

1.2 Taglit Birthright studied before 
Taglit Birthright tourism can be placed within the context of diaspora-heritage tourism, which 

is described as a ‘specialized form of educational travel that entails visits to places of 

historical or cultural significance’ (in: Sasson, Mittelberg et al. 2011: 2). Diasporic tourism is 

argued to be an ‘increasingly important vehicle for constructing homeland attachment, 

transnational solidarity and mutual understanding’ and it can contribute to ‘long-distance 

nationalism’, which is defined as ‘a set of identity claims and practices that connect people 

living in various geographical locations to specific territory that they see as their ancestral 

home’ (ibid: 2). Sasson et. al. argue that feelings of solidarity derive from these trans-national 

interactions in diaspora tourism (Sasson, Mittelberg et al. 2011).   

 Taglit Birthright tourism, as a specific form of heritage tourism, has been 

researched in depth by the Cohen center of the Brandeis University (see for example: Kelner 
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2001, Saxe, Kadushin et al. 2002, Saxe, Sasson et al. 2006, Sasson, Mittelberg et al. 2008, 

Saxe and Chazan 2008, Kelner 2012). The Cohen center has conducted longitudinal research 

that concludes with the statement that free Taglit trips to Israel is an effective way to fulfil the 

aim of the Taglit organization to create more connectiveness between diasporic Jewish people 

and the State of Israel. Post-trip evaluations have shown that participants have a stronger 

connection to Israel, the Jewish people, and their Jewish identity after their Birthright trip 

(Saxe and Chazan 2008: chapter 8). Most studies conducted by researchers from the Brandeis 

University draw a similar conclusion: participants feel a stronger connection to Israel, its 

people and the Jewish (cultural) heritage after their Birthright trip. These conclusions would 

assess the Birthright organization as successful in pursuing its aims and ambitions of 

strengthening and the Jewish transnational identity. These ambitions are stated as 

‘diminishing the growing division between Israel and Jewish communities around the world; 

to strengthen the sense of solidarity among world Jewry, and to strengthen participants’ 

personal Jewish identity and connection to the Jewish people’ (Sasson, Mittelberg et al. 2011: 

3). Hence, Taglit trips create and sustain transnational bounds between (diasporic) Jews and 

Israel. In doing so, it could be argued that Taglit contributes to social sustainability, for 

example through support and socio-cultural competence between different (Jewish) people. 

 Kelner has mainly focused on the efforts that are made by the Taglit 

organization to mobilize tourism as a means of cultivating diaspora engagement with Israel 

(2012). His objective is to provide insights in the practices that shape the Jewish identities 

through processes of socialization. Sasson et. al. focus on the constructions of homeland 

attachment, (long-distance) transnational solidarity and mutual understanding by focusing on 

the mifgash
3
, the arranged encounters between the participants and their Jewish peers during 

the Birthright trip. The mifgash is described as ‘emotional encounters that establishes among 

the North Americans (the participants) a profound sense that they were in touch with the 

essence or ‘soul’ of Israel’ (Sasson, Mittelberg et al. 2011: 189). The article attempts to 

capture the ‘real and authentic’ experiences of the participants during this practice in order to 

study the multiple ways in which personal and collective identities are influenced in diaspora-

heritage tourism. Sasson et. al. further argue that the mifgash encounters create patriotic 

feelings on the side of the involved Israelis and constructed shared collective identities and 

                                                           
3
 Mifgash is Hebrew for encounter. The Birthright organization promotes mifgash by inviting Israeli peers, most 

often soldiers of the same age, to join a Taglit group. In our group, six Israeli soldiers joined us for a full week.   
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feelings of solidarity that bridges the homeland and the diasporic guests (ibid: 195). 

 As showed above, the concept of attachment, both to people as to places, is 

often used in the above studies (see for example: Ari , Sasson, Mittelberg et al. 2008, Saxe 

and Chazan 2008, Sasson, Mittelberg et al. 2011, Saxe, Shain et al. 2012). Saxe and Boxer 

state that ‘young adults come away [after a Taglit trip] not only with high levels of 

attachment to Israel, but with a sense of Jewish peoplehood. Taglit and other educational 

programs that connect US Jews and Israel are some of the factors responsible for high 

attachment to Israel’ (2012: 96-7). The authors argue that Israel is a ‘binding force and a 

source of pride’ for diasporic young Jews (ibid: 98) and they emphasize the ‘continuous 

struggle for existence’ as strengthening the Jewish transnational community (ibid: 99).  

To conclude, feelings of struggle (‘survival and overcoming’) and feelings of pride 

(‘belonging’) are indicated as constructing this sense of Jewishness. The above presented 

literature provides insights in how processes of socialization (Kelner 2012) and the emotional 

mifgash encounters (Sasson, Mittelberg et al. 2008), contribute to the success of Taglit to 

pursue its ambitions of strengthening the Jewish transnational identity.  

1.3 Knowledge gap   
The literature that has been reviewed in the previous section has shown that Jewish diasporic 

people who have been on Taglit have a ‘high level of attachment to Israel’ (Saxe, Shain et al. 

2012: 96-7). However, these studies do not provide many insights in how specifically these 

attachments and connectivity are realized on a Taglit Birthright trip. Little is elaborated on 

how emotions actually work to realize these sentiments and feelings.  

 Though tourism studies have been increasingly engaged with the body and 

embodiment theories (for example: Veijola and Jokinen 1994, Edensor 2000, 2001, 2007 and 

Johnston 2001, 2007), emotions have not yet been firmly placed in tourism studies. This 

study addresses the issue, raised by, among others, Tucker (2009) and Buda (2015) on the 

need to position emotions more firmly in research. Buda argues that ‘tourist encounters are 

lived through fun, fear, excitement, joy, pain, and so on. The power of affective and 

emotional engagement should no longer be ignored and she calls for more engagement with 

emotions and advocates for a ‘affective and emotional turn’ (Buda 2015: 12) in tourism 

studies. Hence, there is an urge to place emotions more central in tourism studies, as tourism 

encounters are experienced through emotions and social realities are constructed in the 

embeddedness of emotions.      
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 Emotions perform a key role in developing and identifying our relationships 

with others (Cohen 2013), they are constructors of knowledge that shape our worldviews. 

Buda et. al. further argue that tourism studies should pay closer attention to the politics of 

(embodied) feeling. By analyzing emotions, insights are obtained about how tourists and 

local people engage and interact with each other. Tucker (2009) and Buda (2014) both refer 

to the work of the post-colonial scholar Ahmed (2004) as they raise the question: ‘how do 

emotions work to secure collectives through the way in which they read the bodies of others’ 

(Buda, d’Hauteserre et al. 2014: 102, emphasis added). The work of Sara Ahmed (2004) 

informs this study on multiple levels and will be addressed in the upcoming chapter.  

1.4 Research aim and research questions 
The aim of this study is to participate in the ongoing discussion on the ‘emotionalization of 

tourism studies’ (Tucker 2009 and Buda, d’Hauteserre et al. 2014) by presenting a case-study 

that ‘taglits’ how emotions work to construct a specific Birthright group to Israel. The 

question how emotions work is inspired by, and resonates to, the thinking of Ahmed (2004) 

and (2013). The theoretical framework that informs this study builds upon Ahmed’s thinking 

on ‘emotions as doing things’. Conceptually, emotions are perceived from a social 

constructivist perspective and are applied as a lens through which the constructions of social 

relations are studied. Ahmed argues that emotions do things, they are crucial for establishing 

social bonds and they have the ability to align individuals with collectives’ (Ahmed 2004: 

26). Emotions work in concrete ways, as they ‘mediate relations between the psychic and the 

social and between the individual and collective’ (ibid: 27). Ahmed investigates how feelings 

and emotions make ‘the collective’ appear as if it was one body (ibid: 27). For this reason, 

how emotions work is studied from two perspectives: first of all, from an in-group 

perspective, and second, from a personal perspective as being part of a Taglit tour. 

  

Deriving from the above stated aim, the following research question is raised:  

How do emotions work on a Taglit Birthright trip in Israel?   

This research question is operationalized in the three sub-research questions:  

SRQ1: What kinds of emotions shape the Taglit Birthright group? 

SRQ2: How do emotions work to align individuals to collective bodies in the Taglit group?  
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SRQ3: How can emotional reflexivity as a research method inform studies on emotions?  

Sub-research question 1 and 2 address the question ‘how do emotions work on a Taglit 

Birthright trip to Israel’ from a collective perspective. The focus will be on the group, almost 

40 Jewish young people in total, who spend ten days together touring through Israel with the 

intention (of the organization) to ‘discover their Jewish identity’. The third sub-research 

question focusses on applying emotional reflexivity as a research method and looks at my 

personal emotional experiences from a relational perspective, both to the group as with 

myself.        

 With this research, I wish to contribute to the emotionalization of tourism 

studies, or the ‘emotional turn in tourism’ (Tucker 2009: 32) and I will advocate for an 

emotional reflexive methodological positioning as potentially contributing to this emotional 

turn in tourism studies. This positioning is informed both by Heideggerian phenomenological 

traditions as the hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle is used to guide the process in 

which ‘understanding is achieved by our interpreting within a circular process, in which we 

move from a whole to the individual parts and from the individual parts to the whole’ 

(Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 58). Reflexivity is understood as crucial because ‘all 

understanding with regard to social interactions must of necessity take a starting point in the 

individual’s understanding of himself/herself. Consequently, all understanding will also 

involve self-understanding’ (ibid: 58). How emotional reflexivity is applied in this study will 

be further conceptualized and theorized in the methodology chapter. 

1.5 Structure of this thesis 
The upcoming chapter will set out the theoretical framework by firstly defining emotions and 

feelings and conceptualizing emotions from a social constructive perspective, perceiving 

them, in line with Ahmed (2004) as relationally ‘doing things’. Chapter four will present the 

methodological positionings of this study: hermeneutics and phenomenology. Furthermore, 

(emotional) reflexivity is introduced as methodological tool and perspective in this study. 

Subsequently, the research methods that inform this study will be outlined. Hermeneutic 

circle will be introduced as process through which understanding is realized. Before 

introducing the empirical data in chapter four, chapter three will finish with a subchapter on 

ethical considerations. Chapter four and five present the findings of this study, first from an 

in-group perspective, and second: from a personal perspective. Chapter six will foreground 

the discussion and chapter seven will conclude this study.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical framework  

2.1 Emotions, affects and feelings 
The following chapter conceptualizes emotions and presents the academic literature, both 

from within as from outside the field of tourism studies, on ‘the working(s)’ of emotions. The 

Merriam-Webster dictionary defines emotions as ‘a) the affective aspect of consciousness, b) 

a state of feeling and c) a conscious mental reaction subjectively experienced as strong 

feeling usually directed toward a specific object and typically accompanied by physiological 

and behavioral changes in the body’
4
. Scherer states that defining ‘emotion’ is a notorious 

problem, due to the simultaneous use of other affective phenomena such as feelings, moods 

and attitudes (Scherer 2005: 699).     

 In academic studies, emotions and feelings are often used interchangeably. 

Feeling could be defined as a sensation, while emotion is the projection or display of a 

feeling (Shouse 2005). An emotion can be staged or ‘fake’ and does not need to be genuine. 

Affect, according to Matthis (2000 in: Thien 2005: 451) is more abstract as it encompasses 

both feelings and emotions. In regards to aim and object, affect has a ‘greater freedom as it 

can be attached to things, people, ideas, sensations, relations, activities, ambitions, 

institutions, and any number of other things, including other affects’ (Thien 2005: 451). 

McCormack argues while ‘emotion’ is a rather limiting concept, ‘affect’, which ‘implicates 

corporeal sensibility and is not reducible to the personal quality of emotion’ (McCormack 

2003 in: Thien 2005: 451). Affect could be perceived as the how of emotions: it is used to 

describe the motion of emotions, which is ‘always emergent’ (Thrift 2004: 64), fluid and 

changing. However, in this study, the conceptualization of emotion, as given by Ahmed 

(2004, 2013), and elaborated on later, will be taken. She discusses emotions ‘as doing things’, 

with which she blurs up the above presented definitions on affect, emotions and feelings.  

2.2 Understanding the social through emotions 

Clough argues how the humanities and social sciences have underwent an ‘affective turn’, 

characterized by a strong emphasis on the body, especially advanced in feminist theory, and a 

strong focus on emotions, which is especially researched in queer theory (Clough and Halley 

2007: ix). The field of geography has relatively recently been marked by a ‘recent rapid rise 

in engagement with emotions’ (Davidson et. al. 2008: 1) (see also: Anderson and Smith 2001, 

Davidson and Bondi 2004, Thrift 2004). Thien argues that ‘placing emotion in the context of 

                                                           
4
 Definition of emotion: https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/emotions (23/03/2017).  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/emotions
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our always intersubjective relations offers more promise for politically relevant, emphatically 

human, geographies’ (2005: 450). ‘Emotional geographies encompass a growing 

interdisciplinary scholarship that tries to understand how the world is mediated by feelings’ 

(ibid: 450-1). Hence, in social and cultural geography, emotions move beyond the static 

definition as presented in the Merriam-Webster dictionary. Emotions and affect take place 

within, around, and between bodies: they could be perceived as the geographical spaces for 

emotions. Hence, emotions are conceptualized as ‘ways of knowing, being and doing in the 

broadest sense’ (ibid: 451). 

2.3 The role of emotions in tourism  
Buda argues that the field of tourism studies should undertake a similar development as 

which took place in geography, by recognizing that emotions matter (Buda 2015: 12) (see 

also: Johnston 2007, Tucker 2007, Waitt, Figueroa et al. 2007, Tucker 2009, Tucker 2016). It 

is remarkable that emotions have been neglected in tourism studies, Buda et. al. argue, as 

emotions play such a crucial role in tourism encounters which are ‘lived through feelings 

such as fun, fear, excitement, joy, pain and so on (Buda, d’Hauteserre et al. 2014: 103). Buda 

her study on danger-zone tourism in Jordan and the West Bank is one of the few studies that 

have payed attention to emotions in tourism studies (Buda 2015). The author approaches 

emotions and affects by using theories from psychoanalysis in her attempt to gain insights in 

the ‘death drive’: which is located at the ‘junction between life and death’ (ibid: 13). 

 Picard describes tourism as ‘one of those fields of social practice in which the 

relation between the physical motion of the body and the emotions subjectively experienced 

by a person becomes most obvious’ (Picard and Robinson 2012: 2). Tourism, he further 

argues, ‘generates an emotionally heightened social realm that both distances tourists from 

their daily routines and challenges them to create order in the changed environment’ (ibid: 3). 

Picard also states that emotions are socially constructed: while emotions might be 

experienced at an individual level, they are framed collectively, both in terms of the actual 

experience and in terms of how these emotional experiences are articulated and 

communicated to others (ibid: 3).     

 Braverman (2010) takes an emotional approach in her research on the role and 

strategies of tour guides in creating these fellow feelings among participants on a Taglit 

Birthright tour. Using the enthymeme, -the audience’s act of completing a communicative 

event that the speaker has started (ibid: vii)-, the author investigates persuasive rhetoric used 
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on Taglit tours. Braverman shows the social role of emotions as having the ability to connect 

individuals. The author refers to this as ‘constructions of fellow feelings’ or ‘feelings in 

common’. Inclusive language and jokes about ‘them’, referring to the ‘Arabs’, are two given 

examples of how the tour-guide constructs certain fellow (or shared) feelings among the 

Jewish participants. Hence, emotions have the ability to bind individuals to collectives by 

connecting them in ‘feeling the same’.     

 Tucker argues that it is necessary to focus on the emotional and affective 

dimensions of tourism encounters. Tucker provides an insightful example from her own 

experience as a researcher in central Turkey when she finds herself ‘awkwardly’ placed as a 

translator/mediator/researcher within a tourist encounter between a tourist and a local woman. 

She reflects on  the fragility of the specific tourist encounter, marked by a ‘fine line between 

satisfaction and discomfort for those involved’ (Tucker 2009: 450). She zooms in on the 

emotions that shape the encounter and create the experience to what it is: both uncomfortable 

as satisfying. By doing this, she shows how our social realities are shaped and constructed 

through and by emotions. She argues that if we are to understand tourism encounters more 

fully, it is necessary to examine closely their emotional and bodily dimensions (Tucker 2009: 

444).      

 As shown, emotions can be approached in various ways. In this study, I have 

chosen to approach emotions in a way as informed by Ahmed (2004, 2013). Buda brings the 

work of Ahmed on emotions to the field of tourism studies in a study on the performance of 

danger-zone tourism in Jordan and the West Bank. She argues that embodied feelings are not 

private matters, ‘they are bound up with how bodies inhabit and move through space’ (Buda, 

d’Hauteserre et al. 2014: 103). Placing emotions within the field of tourism studies would 

‘provide new ways of understanding identity, place and power for tourism studies’ (ibid: 

104). In the following subchapter, Ahmed’s perspective on emotions as ‘doing things’, which 

is taken in this study, will be introduced.  

2.4 How do emotions work?  
Ahmed is a postmodernist scholar whom is mainly known for her work on feminist  theory. 

Two of her studies will be used in this research, being: The Cultural Politics of Emotions 

(2013), in which the author analyses the role of emotions in the textual representation of 

various public debates, such as the asylum situation in the UK, and: Collective Feelings: Or, 

the Impression Left by Others (2004). The latter article discusses racism and elaborates on 
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how feelings work in the ‘readings of other bodies’. It asks how collectives are shaped and 

what the role of emotions is in these processes.    

 In both studies, Ahmed blurs up the concepts of emotion and affect by offering 

a relational and political reading of emotion as ‘doing something’. She develops a 

phenomenological framework to consider the ways in which emotions are ‘directed’ towards 

objects, things, and places. Ahmed offers insights in how emotions ‘do things’: they align 

individuals with collectives – or bodily space with social space – through the very intensity of 

their attachment […] and they bound up how people inhabit and move through space. […] 

Emotions do things and work to align individuals with collectives – or bodily space with 

social space – through the intensity of their attraction’ (2004: 26-7).  

 Ahmed describes emotions as ‘feelings of bodily change’, that are the result of 

contact with other objects or subjects (2013: 5-6). Reading the ‘other’ is the cause of 

emotional responses (Buda et. al. 2014: 25-6). She is mainly interested in how emotions 

operate to ‘make’ and ‘shape’ bodies as forms of actions, which involves orientations towards 

others. She uses the concept ‘sociality of emotions’ to draw attention to the fact that 

‘emotions create the very effect of the surfaces and boundaries that allow us to distinguish 

and inside and an outside in the first place. Emotions are not simply something ‘I’ or ‘we’ 

have. Rather, it is through emotions, or how we respond to objects and others, that surfaces or 

boundaries are made: the ‘I’ and the ‘we’ are shaped by, and even take the shape of, contact 

with others’ (Ahmed 2013: 10). Ahmed explores how emotions work to shape the ‘surfaces’ 

of individual and collective bodies. Bodies take the shape of the very contact they have with 

objects and others (Ahmed 2013: 1).     

 Ahmed states that emotions create collectives, which take shape through the 

impressions made by bodily others (Ahmed 2004: 27). It is not just that we feel for the 

collective but how we feel about others, which aligns us with the collective. The collective 

takes shape as an effect of such alignments. Ahmed refers to this as the contact zone of 

impressions: how bodies are ‘impressed upon’ by objects and others (ibid: 30). It is through 

an analysis of the impressions left by bodily others that we can track the emergence of 

‘feelings-in-common’ (ibid: 27). ‘Emotions work to create the very distinction between the 

inside and the outside’ (ibid: 28). Emotionality involves an interweaving of the personal with 

the social and the affective with the mediated’ (ibid: 28). Through the very movement of 

emotions, the distinction between inside and outside, an individual and collective, is made. 

Emotions are crucial in these processes, as they create the very effect of collectives, which is 
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described as ‘felt’, both imagined as mediated (ibid: 39).    

 Emotions are conceptualized as ‘doing things’ (Ahmed 2004). Especially when 

looking at (in-) group dynamics such as within a Taglit Birthright group, this 

conceptualization of emotion is relevant. Ahmed argues that ‘emotions are not a private 

matter: though they come from within, they move outwards towards others’ (2004: 25). 

Emotions are part and parcel of our social relations with places and people and spaces are 

expressed and experienced through emotions. Ahmed describes emotions as ‘bound up with 

how we inhabit the world ‘with’ others’ (ibid: 28). Either they are positive or negative, fake 

or real, activating or passivating, collectively and personally experienced, they impact upon 

our ‘ways of seeing the world’ (Ali 2011: 15). Emotions are crucial to how the social is 

produced and to the enduring within a complex social world (Holmes 2010). By 

conceptualizing emotions as such, Ahmed opens up the possibilities to theorize how emotions 

‘work’ between bodies, places and objects. She concludes that emotions are shaped through 

contact. In other words: emotions are constructed in social relations, such as tourism 

encounters. 

2.5 Emotions as ‘doing things’  
Inspired by Ahmed (2004), Buda et. al. engage with emotions in their study on how tourists 

and tour guides feel in areas of ongoing conflict. The authors provide insights in embodied 

emotionality by focusing on feelings, power and identity. Tourist encounters are mediated 

through feelings and emotion, Buda et. al. refer to this as the ‘spatiality of emotions’ (Buda, 

d’Hauteserre et al. 2014: 107). Emotions are conceptualized as mobile and fluid, they touch 

upon bodies as well as on places. The authors conclude that tourist experiences are multi-

sensual and multi-emotional as they involve more than one sense or emotion but that tourism 

encounters are always ‘experienced as or through an intensity of emotions’ (ibid: 109-10).  

Hence, emotions are conceptualized as shaping worldviews and social realities, (political) 

identities. Tourism experiences and places are constructed through and in emotions.

 Though Braverman (2010) does not refer to Ahmed (2013) her 

conceptualization of ‘fellow feelings’, she describes a similar process of in- and exclusion as 

constructed based on emotional readings of other bodies as ‘like me’ or ‘not like me’ (Ahmed 

2004: 38). Emotions construct certain attachments while excluding other connections, they 

‘bind some touring bodies to nations and political allegiances, yet other bodies are 

marginalised’ (Buda 2014: 112). ‘Emotions are crucial to the way in which touring bodies 



   15 
 
 

relate to others and places. What is felt is both imagined as material, individual and 

collective’ (ibid: 112). Crucially, Ahmed argues that it is not just the affects or feelings 

themselves which are integral to how power dynamics play out, rather, it is the ‘things’ 

(bodies, discourses, sensations and so on) as they move and circulate, saturated with affect 

through spaces, which constitute ‘sites of personal and social tension’ (Buda, d’Hauteserre et 

al. 2014: 107). ‘The system of sensory values, touch, smell, hear, see, is rarely articulated 

through language, but it is practiced, perceived and experienced’ (ibid: 110). Tourism 

encounters are very much embodied and emotionally experienced, as mentioned earlier: they 

are ‘lived through feelings such as fun, fear, excitement, joy, pain and so on’ (Buda, 

d’Hauteserre et al. 2014: 103). This emphasizes the relevance of Ahmed her theoretization of 

emotions as ‘doing things’ in the field of tourism studies. The following chapter presents the 

methodology of this study. The conceptual and theoretical foundation of this study, based on 

the work of Ahmed (2004, 2013) on ‘emotions as doing things’, will be brought up again 

when discussing hermeneutic circles as a research method.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology    

3.1 Methodological positioning  
In this study, emotions are perceived as socially constructed and are used as a lens through 

which the constructions of social realities are studied. Hence, a constructivist position, which 

is a dialectical outlook on the world’s multiple realities (Phillimore and Goodson 2004: 74), 

will inform this study. Guba provides a clear overview on the constructivist belief system, by 

showing the different stances in the three ‘-logies’, being ontology, epistemology and 

methodology (Guba 1990: 27). From an ontological perspective, social constructivists are 

relativists. They perceive realities as existing in a ‘form of multiple mental constructions, 

socially and experientially based, local and specific, dependent for their form or content on 

the persons who hold them’ (ibid: 27). Epistemological, they perceive knowledge as 

subjective: ‘findings are the creation of the process of interaction between the inquirer and 

the inquired’ (ibid: 27). Lastly, methodologically, social constructivists are hermeneutic and 

dialectic. This will be further elaborated on in the methodology chapter.  

 Social constructivism is a complex and multi-faceted perspective and could be 

perceived as the umbrella under which many other streams and traditions shelter. 

Interpretative and reflexive perspectives are social constructivist ways of theorizing and are 

mostly used to refer to research methods. Social constructivism finds its roots in 

phenomenology, though it has recently been much related to postmodernism (Alvesson et. al 

2009: 23). It can be found in hermeneutics and in different critical theories. Within feminist 

theories, for example, gender is perceived as a social construct (Butler 2011). However, what 

these different perspectives and streams have in common is their interest in ‘investigating 

how these social constructions are carried out’ (Alvesson et. al. 2009: 37). Besides, it can be 

firmly stated that positivist and post-positivist approaches ‘do not fit’ within social 

constructivism, nor in a study that focusses on emotions. For this reason, the latter two 

theories will not be discussed here and this overview will focus on two social constructivist 

traditions which are understood as fitting the aims of this study: hermeneutics and 

phenomenology.  

3.1.1 Hermeneutics 

Though hermeneutics and phenomenology are often used interchangeably, they are rooted in 

slightly different traditions and have been developed in different trajectories. Hermeneutics 

deals with the interpretation of texts and focusses on language. It finds its roots in Weberian 
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thinking on verstehen and is mainly concerned with understanding the underlying meaning 

(Alvesson and Sköldberg 2009: 91). Two different schools can be divided within the 

hermeneutic tradition. The objectivist hermeneutics argue that there is a certain objectivity in 

research, at least in relative terms, as there is a sharp dividing line between a studying subject 

and a studied object (ibid: 95). Alethic hermeneutics radically break with the subject-object 

problematic and with the conceptual thinking on understanding/explanation (ibid: 95). The 

alethic hermeneutics ground their thinking in a basic, fundamental principle that 

‘understanding is the basic way of existing for every human being, since we must continually 

keep orienting ourselves in our situation simply in order to stay alive’ (ibid: 95). The polarity 

between object and subject is dissolved into ‘a more primordial, original situation of 

understanding, which is instead characterized by a disclosive structure’ (ibid: 96).   

 In the 1930s, a form of existential and interpretative hermeneutics was put 

forward by Heidegger.  Heidegger was not so much interested in the difference, or the non-

difference, between object and subject as he primarily focused on a particular orientation 

towards the world. This in-der-Welt-sein, or being-in-the-world, blurs up the possibility for a 

distinction between object and subject, stating that ‘we are irrevocable merged with our 

world, already before any conscious reflection’ (ibid: 117). We are always ‘already in the 

world’, and this makes the object-subject thinking a ‘dubious secondary construction’ (ibid: 

117). There is a certain pre-understanding, or fore-having or fore-sight, which informs one’s 

interpretations and understanding of being in the world: they shape the experience (Pernecky 

and Jamal 2010: 1065). Heidegger saw all understanding as being interlinked to these pre-

understandings. According to Heidegger, what really matters is to study ‘our place in the 

world’, also referred to with the German word dasein, and concrete life-situations. With a 

focus on the lived experiences, Heidegger shifted towards a ‘hermeneutic phenomenology’. 

The foundations for this thinking will be elaborated on next.  

3.1.2 Phenomenology 

Where hermeneutics deals primarily with the interpretation of texts, phenomenology focusses 

on the interpretation of the experiences (Pernecky and Jamal 2010). Heidegger focused on 

dasein, being in the world, is inspired by his teacher and founding father of phenomenology, 

Edmund Husserl (Von Herrmann 2013). Husserl countered the dominant positivist 

approaches of the twentieth century by  initiating the thinking on knowledge as possibly 

arising from processes that are related to ideologies, interests or power (Alvesson and 

Sköldberg 2009: 27). The above existential hermeneutics, or hermeneutic phenomenology, of 
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Heidegger is closely related to this perspective. Both principles base their understanding on 

knowledge as being intuitive. The connections between different knowledges, for example 

the (historical) context in which it is based, is very important. Second, knowledge is born 

from the experience. This resonates to Heidegger’s idea of ‘always already being in the 

world’. It impacts the nature of our understanding, which is according to Heidegger not 

located in theoretical spheres but ought to be found in ‘real life’ and concrete practical 

situations. Phenomenology perceives the experience as the fountainhead of knowledge. 

Understanding, the primary concern of research, can be achieved by turning towards 

experiences as knowledge is perceived to be born from this.  

 Jamal and Pernecky (2010) have made an attempt to apply a Heideggerian 

hermeneutical phenomenology of ‘being in the world’ to the field of tourism studies. They 

argue that Heidegger’s ontological positioning of Das sein (‘being there’) and Gadamer’s 

related interpretivist orientations aimed towards ‘understanding’ and ‘meaning’ are highly 

valuable in the world of tourism (ibid: 1063).  Applying this thinking to tourism studies, the 

authors provide an example by raising the phenomenological question what it means to be a 

backpacker. From a Heideggerian perspective, fore-structures of relevant concepts such as 

tourism and backpacking, and various pre-understandings surrounding backpacking should be 

considered as they inform the question.     

 The aim of this research is to gain understanding in how emotional experiences 

work on a Taglit Birthright trip to Israel. As for Heidegger, the interest is in real life 

experiences, and social realities are perceived as constructed in these practices. Hence, also 

phenomenology provides a useful philosophical framework that corresponds with the 

research objectives of this study. From a phenomenological perspective, Ahmed sees 

emotions as ‘always intentional and directed towards an object or other (however imaginary). 

Emotions are precisely about the intimacy of the ‘with’: they are about the intimate 

relationship between selves, objects and others’ ((2004: 28).  

3.2 Understanding reflexively and reflexive understanding  
Hollishead states that ‘too few researchers in all fields are prepared to indulge in what must 

admittedly be recognized as the longer reflective and necessarily deeper reflexive effort that 

the logic of qualitative methodologies is inclined to demand’ (in: Phillimore and Goodson 

2004: 67-8). Reflexivity deals with issue of positionality and it is of importance for 

researchers to recognize that ‘we are embodied and our lives, experiences and worldviews 
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impact on our studies’ (Cohen 2013: 333). Cohen describes how his bodily sensations and 

emotions that he experienced in the field influenced his perceptions, interpretations and 

attributed meanings to other’s experiences. Hence, personal experienced emotions (in the 

field) construct worldviews and shape the production of knowledge in particular ways. For 

this reason, it is argued here that emotions should hold a more prominent position in 

reflective methods, which is according to Gray not the case in contemporary research (2008).

 Holmes, among others (see also: Burkitt 2012, Gray 2008) proposes a 

reflexivity that is an emotional, embodied and cognitive process, in which social actors have 

feelings about and try to understand and alter their lives in relation to their social and natural 

environment and to others (2010: 140). Emotional reflexivity refers to the ‘intersubjective 

interpretation of one’s own and other’s emotions and how they are enacted’ (Holmes 2015: 

61).  Holmes defines the ‘emotionalization of reflexivity’ as ‘an emotional, embodied and 

cognitive process in which social actors have feelings about and try to understand and alter 

their lives in relation to their social and natural environment and to others (Holmes 2010: 

140). Hence, reflexivity is understood as, besides covering reflections, also including bodies, 

practices and emotions.       

 However, reflexivity, as discussed in the literature, is an ambivalent concept as 

it both is used to refer to the ‘immense area of comment and interest’ and to describe the ‘as-

yet unrealized alternative possibilities’ (Holliday 2016: 146). Reflexivity looks at the relation 

between ontological perceptions of knowledge and the epistemological perspectives on ‘how 

knowledge is done’. ‘Reflexivity investigates the complex relationships between ‘processes 

of knowledge production and the various contexts of such processes, as well as the 

involvement of the knowledge producer’(Alvesson and Sköldberg 2009: 8). It aims at various 

epistemological questions by looking at ‘knowledge’ on the one hand, and the ‘ways of doing 

knowledge’ on the other hand. Interpretation and reflection are two tightly interwoven key 

elements of a reflexive approach. The personal processes of reflection foreground some 

important ontological aspects that should be considered:  about the researcher’s worldviews, 

academic background, culture, language, and perceptions. The interpretation of the data 

highlights the epistemological considerations that are taken in different stages of the research 

process.       

 Reflexivity deals with positionality and raises the question where the ‘ego’ is 

placed in the research, in relation to others, as shaper of knowledge and producer of realities. 

Reflexivity sees knowledge as socially constructed and emphasizes the role of the researcher 
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in these knowledge producing processes. The researcher should be aware, and reflect upon, 

her or his own positions, values, knowledge, and worldviews, as they construct the study and 

‘the studied’ in particular ways. Willig distinguishes two forms of reflexivity. Personal 

reflexivity deals with reflections on our values, experiences, interests, beliefs, political 

commitments and other wider aims in life and social identities that have shaped the research. 

Besides, it overthinks how the research might have influenced the involved people (the 

informants) as well as the researcher. The second form of reflexivity raises epistemological 

questions and encourages us to reflect on certain assumptions that are made in the course of 

the research. It raises questions such as: ‘how has the research question defined and limited 

what can be ‘found’ and  how the design and research methods have ‘constructed the findings 

in particular ways’ (Willig 2013: 55)    

 Reflexivity as a research method is closely related to hermeneutics (Walsh 

2003), which is understood from a social constructivist perspective as ‘individual 

constructions [that] are elicited and refined hermeneutically, and compared and contrasted 

dialectically, with the aim of generating one (or a few) constructions on which there is 

substantial consensus’ (Guba 1990: 27). Similar to hermeneutics, reflexivity is primarily 

concerned with these understandings and interpretations. Gadamer sees hermeneutics not so 

much as a method providing specific guidelines for acquisition of new knowledge, but more 

as an approach (in: Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 58) in which the whole is understood through 

the individual and vice versa. Reflexivity and hermeneutic circle as methods of conducting 

research will be further elaborated on in the upcoming research method chapter.  

3.3 Reflexivity in tourism studies 
Reflexivity is argued to have received relatively limited attention in the field of tourism 

studies (Ateljevic et. al. 2005 and Feighery 2008) and when discussed, scholars approach 

reflexivity in a variety of different ways. Ateljevic argues that reflexivity fits in with a 

broader postmodern shift, which marks a ‘critical turn in tourism studies’ (Ateljevic et. al. 

2007). Fundamentally, ‘reflexivity is an acknowledgement of the agency of researchers, the 

researched, academic audiences, students and others’ (Ateljevic et. al. 2005: 10). Being 

reflexive, then, means to look and reflect inwards upon the self as a researcher, and outwards 

upon those we research (ibid: 10). She states that reflexivity ought to not solely include 

‘writing the self into the research’, but should also consider the responsibilities raising form 

producing tourism knowledge while recognizing the macro and micro forces which underpin 
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the production of this knowledge (Ateljevic et. al. 2005: 9-10).   

 Hall argues that reflexivity is especially important in participant observation 

and ethnographic research methods (Hall 2004: 150). He argues that if researchers would take 

reflexivity serious in their research, ‘they have to start with themselves and ask themselves 

some difficult questions as to how they situate their research with the self and others before 

observing and involving the self with others’ (ibid: 150). Cohen argues that a reflexive 

approach can generate more trustworthy, richer texts in qualitative leisure research. 

Operationalizing reflexivity attempts to ‘balance and careful interweave, in which we should, 

in most case, seek to give voice to others without losing sight of ourselves’ (Cohen 

2013:335).        

 In line with this reflexive turn in tourism studies, the ‘emotionalization of 

reflexivity’ is advocated for. This positioning  advocates to ‘emphasize the importance of 

emotions in research encounters with informants and consequently the influence of these 

emotions upon the researcher’s life’  (Ali 2011: 13). Ali argues that ‘the acknowledgement of 

emotions in fieldwork has been viewed as central to developing reflexive practice in post-

positivistic research (Ali 2011: 16). However, many scholars that apply reflexive methods do 

not take emotions into consideration: ‘recent debates within sociology and feminist theory 

have identified a need for reflexive research and noted the importance of emotion in the 

researcher’s relationship to the object of research and the research process’ (Gray 2008). Ali 

states that the emotionalized reflexive accounts provide the researcher with the ability to 

‘critically interpret the positioning of one’s personal emotions and the self in the research 

setting’ (Ali 2011: 22). She 'encourages researchers to not hold back in revealing their 

emotions, to promote creative emotionalized reflexive vistas in the interpretation of tourist 

behaviors and movements, to engage in critical dialogue with other fields of study to give 

emotional entanglements a voice, and for tourism studies to act as an innovator of 

‘emotionalization of reflexivity' (Ali 2011: 23).   

 Emotional reflexivity is crucial, considering the fact that our responses, 

reactions and actions are shaped by our emotional responses. Our emotions are mirroring our 

ontological and epistemological assumptions and worldviews and shed light on our 

knowledge making processes. Hence, emotions and reflexivity should be considered as two 

sides of the same coin. From a hermeneutic circle perspective, which will be introduced in 

the upcoming chapter, it could be argued that feelings and emotions are central to the 

reflexive process because it colors the perceptions of self and others, while these perceptions 
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are ‘always already’ embedded in emotional prejudiced experiences (Debesay, Nåden et al. 

2008).  

3.4 Research methods for collecting data 
One fundamental question that arises in this section is: how can emotions (ever) be 

researched? How can feelings, affects, the un-said and felt ever be captured in words and 

statically presented on paper? Or, as Carolan phrases it: ‘how does one represent what is 

fundamentally un-representable?’ (Carolan 2011: 13). Latham (2003) advocates for a more 

experimental and flexible attitude towards both the production and interpretation, as 

discussed in chapter 3.5, of research evidence in order to grasp the complex processes in how 

individuals and groups inhabit the world. In this study, emotional reflexivity is suggested in 

an attempt to respond to this call for more experimental and flexible research methods. 

 The empirical material that is presented in this study was collected over a time 

span of ten days during a Taglit Birthright trip to Israel in the summer of 2016. The empirical 

data can be divided into three categories; audio recordings of group activities, personal audio-

recordings and diary notes. In the first category, seven audio recordings were taken during 

group activities on the Taglit trip. Three of them were taken during a tour in the 

Independence Hall on day four (total length: sixteen minutes), another audio was recorded on 

day two during a group discussion about Israel’s geopolitical history while seated at a control 

post at the border with Syria (21 minutes). The last three recordings were taken on the final 

night of the Taglit trip during a group-reflection session and have a total length of almost 50 

minutes.       

 The second group of data includes my own individual audio-recordings. Hence, 

besides the audios that record group activities and carry the voices of other people, I base my 

presented findings on three audios in which I recorded myself elaborating on my personal 

experiences during the Taglit trip. In these audios, I talk about what we did and focus on how 

I felt about it. I made these recordings during the trip but I went to a spot where I would not 

be disturbed by other group members when I recorded them. I did this in order to have a 

moment to ‘freely speak my mind’ and critically reflect on my experiences. 

 Finally, as third part of my empirical data, I kept a diary during the ten days. In 

this diary, I summarized the highlights of the trip, wrote about my experiences in Israel and 

with the other people in the group but I also wrote about other things that were not related to 

the trip. Heimtun describes diary-writing as ‘a behavior undertaken in the course of everyday 
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life’ rather than a research method (in Ateljevic, Pritchard et al. 2007: 252). Dairy notes 

might be written for a private purpose at first hand and only at a later stage be applied in an 

academic study. Diary writing especially was fruitful as it provided a space for reflexivity. 

During the trip, taking a moment to write in my diary ‘forced’ me to reflect, stand still and 

overthink the (emotional) experiences. In the process of diary writing, a space is created to 

mediate and become more aware of the happenings and events of the past day (Latham 2003: 

2002). As such, the diary could be seen as a tool ‘that fixes one into place, […] while it keeps 

the writer on the road’ (Jokinen 2004: 354).   

 In the study at hand, I have chosen to present these diary notes in the form of 

vignettes. This method of presenting data is inspired by Howe (2009). Howe argues for more 

active engagement in the use of reflexive ethnography in leisure and tourism studies. This 

method highlights the importance of phenomenological positioning and it tackles the ethical 

issue of representing others. The author uses vignettes as reflexive method, in which he 

vividly provides insights in issues of accessibility and the ability of his own (disabled) body 

in a crowded pub (2009). Reflexive ethnography highlights the importance of the lived 

experience, and so it center stages a phenomenological approach in research. Besides, 

presenting ethnographic work in the form of vignettes is ‘autobiographical, it is personal, 

emotional and identity work’ (ibid: 492). For this reason, vignettes, presenting personal diary 

notes, are perceived as an insightful method that provides valuable data to emotionally reflect 

on and to engage with through embodied self-examination and integrated theoretical 

discussions (Cohen 2013: 334).    

 This aforementioned data – two types of audio recordings and the diary notes – 

can be seen to represent the voices of around 40 individuals: consisting of the other Dutch 

Jewish group members (-myself included), the Dutch leaders, the Israeli tour-guides, the 

security guard and the Israeli peers that joined us for the mifgash. However, important to 

stress here is that these represented different voices are reflected on by me: they are 

interpreted and presented in this study from my personal perspective. I will now proceed to 

discuss more in detail how I analyzed my data. 

3.5 Analysis of the data through hermeneutic circle 
The empirical data was analyzed on different levels, being: selective reading and hermeneutic 

circle. The audio content of group activities was transcribed and after repetitious ‘circles of’ 

reading, the method of selective reading was applied in order to identity ‘emotional 
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expressions’. A selective reading comprises the locating of the expressions that are 

considered to be essential or revealing about the phenomenon of interest (Höckert 2015: 171). 

My interest is captured by my research question: how do emotions work on a Taglit 

Birthright trip to Israel? ‘Emotional expressions’ were perceived as the various ways in 

which participants attempted to express themselves during group activities, referring to their 

feelings and thoughts, while elaborating on their personal experiences during the Taglit 

Birthright trip.      

 Secondly, the findings deriving from these processes of selected reading were 

interpreted from a hermeneutic circle perspective in order to move through different 

processes of understanding and interpretation. According to Gadamer, the hermeneutic circle 

is not a method nor a theoretical perspective  (Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 58). It ‘provides a 

philosophical description of how we understand and could be viewed as a ‘heuristic state 

which gives us a miniaturized view of the understanding process in reality’ (Debesay, Nåden 

et al. 2008: 58). ‘Hermeneutics is a process in where we attempt to render clear something 

that appears unclear’ and the circle could be perceived as ‘the context within which we must 

interpret and reason’ (ibid: 58). Heidegger, instead of developing a methodological 

framework to study experience, embraced  the processual role of interpretation in 

hermeneutic phenomenology (Pernecky and Jamal 2010: 1067). The hermeneutic circle 

describes the process in which ‘understanding is achieved by our interpreting within a 

circular process, in which we move from a whole to the individual parts and from the 

individual parts to the whole’ (Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 58). Reflecting Heidegger’s 

understanding of beings as always ‘already in the world’, understanding of the present is 

based on our prejudices or preunderstandings (ibid: 58).   

 Pre-understandings are underlying and shaping the experiences and embedded 

in the interpretations. Gadamer argues that if one wishes to understand, ‘one is not normally 

engaged in finding the objective truth in what the text says as such: the interpretation takes 

places based on prior-understanding and expectations of the text to be interpreted. Moreover, 

interpretation is always application: we interpret and try to understand when we first shall 

render something concrete for use (application)’ (Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 60). Hence, 

understanding takes place ‘when a fusion of horizons of past and present occurs’ (ibid: 58). 

New knowledge can constantly be acquired in the hermeneutic circle as one does not stay in 

the same place but constantly shifts horizons. ‘New’ understanding then, should be perceived 

as understanding in a different way, if we understand at all’ (Gadamer 2004: 296). 
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Consequently, there is no such thing as ‘complete’ knowledge. ‘Knowledge is process 

oriented and understanding can be revised constantly’ (Debasay et. al. 2008: 59).  

 Connecting hermeneutic circle to Ahmed’s thinking on emotions highlights 

some important commonalities. First of all, interpretations, and pre-understandings, take 

shape through emotions and are emotional. Though emotions are socially constructed, so are 

the understandings and pre-understandings. Secondly, the Heideggerian idea of historicity, 

argued to be a key aspect of the hermeneutic circle, resonates to Ahmed’s understanding of 

‘reading bodies as bodily others’ (2013), which is informed by certain histories. Historicity 

shapes our understanding over time in specific ways, though our interpretations are grounded 

in certain fore-having: our pre-understandings shape our experiences (Pernecky and Jamal 

2010: 1064-5). Similarly to this understanding, Ahmed argues that how something feels 

involves a process of reading, which is embedded in the histories that come before the subject 

(Ahmed 2013: 6). Hence, the reading of bodily others, and the feelings that are provoked in 

these readings, is informed by historicity and pre-understandings. Ahmed formulates 

historicity as follows: ‘the impressions left by others are shaped by histories that stick, at the 

same time as they generate the surfaces and boundaries that allow bodies to appear in the 

present’ (Ahmed 2004: 39, emphasis added). Hence, the reading of bodily others, and the 

feelings that are provoked in these readings, is informed by what Heidegger refers to as the 

historicity or our pre-understandings.    

 Debesay et. al. argue that all understanding of social relations must take self-

understanding as a starting point (Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 58) because the self is the 

primary lens through which social realities are interpreted and understood. This is an 

important aspect in the process of analyzing this data, which is done through transcription 

and coding of the audios.  The interpretations of the audio is done through ‘my personal lens’, 

and self-understanding about my feelings and emotions, both derive from this process of 

analyzing as it influences the process of understanding. Hence, as mentioned before, 

reflexivity is a key element of interpretative studies of experience and meaning (Pernecky 

and Jamal 2010: 1069) because the ‘experiencing subject cannot be taken out of the picture’ 

(Höckert 2015: 167).      

 The hermeneutic circle foregrounds some important elements in data analyzing, 

namely that of (interpretation over) time and space. While the data is collected during the 

summer of 2016 in Israel, it is reflected on in the spring of 2017 in Sweden. Bebasay et. al. 

state that ‘understanding takes place when a fusion of horizons of past and present occurs’ 
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(ibid: 58). In the meantime, I have conducted a literature study on Taglit Birthright and due to 

the temporal distance; my memories or emotional remembrances of experiences have 

changed. My pre-understandings now are different, due to the literature study, than how they 

were a year ago, or how they will be in a year from now. As the authors argue, understanding 

now is done in a different way, which provides a positive opportunity for constantly gaining 

new knowledge (ibid: 58). Gadamer advices for creative engagements when working with 

hermeneutic circle as a mean for data analyses (ibid: 168). This approach encourages the 

researcher to be open for, and surprised by, ‘different experiences, understandings and 

meanings’ (Höckert 2015: 169).    

3.5 Ethical considerations  
Veal argues that ethics can be examined in regard to three dimensions in the research process, 

being: ‘the nature of the ethical issue, the stage or component of the research process where 

the issue arise and whether the research subject is anonymous or identified’ (2006: 103). The 

stage of the research process where the issue arises will be focused on here in order to discuss 

the issue of informed consent. Informed consent and the related issue of freedom to 

participate, arise in the data collection stage, which were the ten days of the Taglit Birthright 

trip in this case. I went on the trip as a participant, I did not study at that time but I did do ‘a 

bit of literature’ research on Taglit Birthright earlier for a very short research proposal that I 

worked on half a year earlier. I did not do anything with this information but I realized that I 

already started to think ‘academically’ on the first night of the Taglit trip. Concepts such as 

‘place commitment’ and ‘identity construction’ came up in my head during the first activity 

and talks with others in the group. I might be already so much brainwashed by my studies and 

interests in Anthropology and tourism that I unconsciously started to formulate ‘potential’ 

research questions. I started to talk more about politics with other group members and was 

more interested in how they experienced this trip. I realized that I was collecting potential 

data for a potential research…     

 I did not openly or formally inform the other group members or the staff about 

these research ideas that came up in my mind. I did talk openly about my academic 

background and I did discuss the potential research ideas that I had when the conversation 

with other group- or staff members went into that direction. This situation raises the question 

of informed consent, did I had to tell the others in the group what I was thinking of maybe 

doing in the future? Veal argues that the status of researchers is ambivalent in some situations 
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(2006: 110). This appeals to me: I did not consider myself as researcher while I was on the 

trip but I did collect data and I was aware of the fact that I was doing this, having a potential 

study in the back of my mind. I was more a participant, a ‘Birthrighter’, than a researcher 

during the ten days of the Taglit trip. However, at the end of each day, I wrote my 

experiences down in my dairy, and while doing this, I felt that I was collecting valuable data 

that could be used for a study. Hence, most of the time, I was not actively aware of the fact 

that I was collecting data.      

 Relating to the issue of informed consent is the question of freedom to 

participate. Veal states that the problem of freedom to participate is mainly at stake when the 

researcher uses participant observation to collect data. It raises the question to what extent it 

is ethical for researchers to disguise their identity to the people they are interacting with 

(2006: 109). In retrospective, I would argue that I was ambivalent about my status. Or I might 

have embodied a whole range of different identities simultaneously, being: a (potential) 

researcher, a co-participant on the tour, a friend ‘in the making’, a ‘fellow Jew’. What kind of 

information, personal reflections, or insights would the other participants in the group share 

with me, knowing I was doing research? Possibly different information than they would share 

with me as when they see me as their ‘bus buddy’ or ´awesome roomie of the last four days’. 

 Another ethical consideration is related to reflexivity, as embedded in the 

understanding that realities are socially constructed, and raises the question to which extend 

others can be represented in research. Can I reflect on the emotions of other group members? 

Do I ‘truly’ reflect what others feel and experience, and how do I translate this to static words 

on paper? Is it even possible to ‘truly’ reflect others? Or do I solely have the ability to reflect 

on how I perceive the emotions of others?  My observations of the emotional expressions of 

others might not correspond to how they themselves would describe their feelings. In 

response to this ethical dilemma, the emotions that are reflected on in this study are my own 

emotions. Emotional expressions of other group- and staff members are presented in this 

study but are at reflected and interpreted from my personal perspective. Hence, how they are 

presented in this study does not necessarily reflect the informants intended emotional 

expressions or intentions. However, it does open up the interesting possibilities to gain new 

understanding, by interpreting data in a hermeneutic circle by travelling through different 

horizons.  
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Chapter 4: Taglit Taglit Birthright 
A group of forty individuals met each other for the first time at Schiphol airport in The 

Netherlands on an early morning in July 2016. Ten days later, they separated, but now as a 

group, at the Ben Gurion Airport in Israel. During the ten days, we travelled all across the 

country in our air-conditioned bus. We stayed in a kibbutz, we slept in a Bedouin camp, we 

kayaked at the Jordan river, we overlooked the border with Syria while standing on an old 

tank, we partied in Tel Aviv, we visited the Independence Hall, the old City of Jerusalem, the 

Western Wall, Mount Herzl, and the Yad Vashem and we climbed the Masada at 3 AM to see 

the sun rise above the Death sea. This study will not so much focus on the activities, as 

statically presented in the itinerary
5
, but will focus on how these activities are shaped by the 

emotions that they are embedded in. If I recall the night at the Bedouin camp for example, I 

remember feeling tired and exhausted but overwhelmed by the bright stars above our heads. I 

was trying to fight my sleep because I wanted to gaze at the stars the entire night. In the 

middle of the night, we walked into the desert and while standing in a circle, one group 

member started to sing the Israeli anthem. This made me feel very uncomfortable because I 

did not have any associations with this song and did not consider that ‘special moment’ in the 

desert as the right time to sing an anthem.    

 By focusing on the emotional experiences during this trip, an attempt is made to 

answer the research question: how do emotions work on a Taglit Birthright trip in Israel? Or, 

in other words: what made us ‘the best bus ever’? In order to answer this question, the first 

two sub-research questions that I will focus on here specifically deals with the in-group 

constructions of emotions. Corresponding sub research question one, certain situations will 

be selected from the ten day trip to show which emotions can be distinguished as shaping the 

experiences of this Taglit group. Inspired by Ahmed (2004) and corresponding to the second 

sub-research question, the focus will be on how ‘collectives’ appear from these emotional 

experiences.       

 The following chapter consists of four subchapters. In order to address the 

second sub research question: ‘how do emotions work to align individuals to collective 

bodies’, the practice of circulizing will be addressed. I will argue that circulizing, forming a 

circle with the entire Dutch Taglit group, is the embodied practice in which, in Ahmed’s 

words:  ‘the collective appears as if it were a body in the first place’ (2004: 27). The second 

                                                           
5
 See Appendix A for an outline of the travel itinerary, made by Israel Experts.  
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subchapter answers sub-research question two and looks at how the group was collectively 

‘touched by’ specific moments or encounters. The mifgash, the organized encounter between 

us, the Dutch Jews, and ‘our’ Israeli Jewish peers, is focused upon as certain strong emotional 

experiences derived from this encounter. Subsequently, the final reflection activity at the last 

night of the Taglit trip will be discussed. During this activity, most participants summarized 

their experience by referring to the positive emotions that derived from the strong connection 

that they felt with the group. Finally, this chapter will be concluded by arguing that embodied 

practices and shared emotions created these strong feelings of connectiveness within the 

group, making us ‘the best bus ever’.    

4.1 Circulizing 
Whenever we had to gather as a group, our guide or one of the staff members shouted: 

‘circulize!’ on which we responded by shaping a big circle. Creating the circle was done with 

great laughter, as we jokily started to shout back: ‘come on guys, let’s all circumcise!
6
’. 

Creating a circle with more than forty other individuals is an embodied practice: hands are 

held, arms are wrapped around shoulders. As the temperature was around 28 degrees Celsius, 

you could feel each other’s body heat and smell the sun cream that came from these heated 

shoulders and arms. Sometimes we started a group session with giving each other a massage 

by turning a quarter. The person behind you would rub your shoulders and back while you 

gave a massage to the person in front of you. At other occasions, they Israelis initiated a 

circle by linking arms and spinning around while singing: ‘achim achim achim achim! 

Simchah, simchah, simchah, simchah!’
7
 Sharing these intimate embodied practices, though 

they might be experienced as slightly uncomfortable by some, created a strong bonding 

within the circle. As I will show here, circulizing was a tool to provoke strong feelings of 

‘being part of something’: a ‘sense of belonging’, being part of something that transcends the 

individual identity.     

 Somewhere halfway the week, we spend the night at a Bedouin camp in the 

desert
8
. For the evening, the desert reflection/night walk activity was scheduled

9
. We were 

asked to go into the desert, not too far away but far enough to sit in silence with your own 

mind and thoughts for some time. The setting was beautiful. As there was almost no light 

pollution, the stars were very bright and the silence was intense. We were asked to reflect 

                                                           
6
 Circumcision is a practice in Judaism., males are circumcised on their eight day , this is called brit milah.   

7
 Achim is Hebrew for brother, and simchah means happiness.  

8
 The Bedouin camp, as Zsach our guide said, was a Bedouin experience, not a real camp.  

9
 The itinerary can be found in Appendix A.  
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upon our time in Israel so far and to think of a moment in which we felt supported by the 

others in the group, or a moment that made an impact on us. After 15 minutes in solitude, we 

came back and circulized again, holding each other’s shoulders and standing very close to 

each other. We were asked to share our thoughts with the group and make a step forward into 

the circle while doing so. If others in the circle wanted to support you because they felt the 

same or agreed with you, they would make a step forward as well. They would support you 

by stepping into the circle with you.     

 Listening back to my personal reflections of that night, I describe the event as 

‘very special: standing in this big circle all together under the bright stars in complete 

darkness’ (personal diary notes). The fact that you could not really see each other’s facial 

expressions, while you felt the closeness of the others, had something comforting. I stepped 

into the circle multiple times, feeling that I wanted to support the person that was expressing 

her- or his self. I remember that, when it was my turn, I felt completely at ease and relaxed. I 

said that I was so happy about the fact that we only had known each other for five days and 

how impressive it was that we build up such a strong connection, in which everyone felt 

comfortable to share their personal and emotional thoughts. Many people stepped forward 

into the circle with me.     

 These feelings of being part of something were constructed in these ‘planned’ 

circulizing activities but they were also created within the group, in the, as Zsach our guide 

called it, non-official time. The summer of 2016 was marked by a huge trend: the app 

Pokémon Go
10

 and many people in our Birthright group were active Pokémon catchers. They 

often ‘circulized’ around a cell phone: phrasing each other for catching rare Pokémon’s and 

helping each other catching new species. There was a strong bonding among the people that 

fanatically shared this activity. What was interesting to see is how different activities, from 

which different emotional experiences derived, intermingled. The Pokémon catching activity 

was embedded in many other ‘official’ activities and let to a multiplicity of simultaneous 

experienced emotions. While we were standing at a shooting platform at the border with 

Syria and talked about the geopolitical situation, someone found a rare Pokémon and shared 

this with the other Pokémon hunters. The enthusiasm that this Pokémon provoked among the 

catchers was not ‘suitable’ for the serious and rather tough conversation that we had. 

However, as they arose from two different activities, they created the landscape in multiple 

ways, giving space to the experience of different emotions. Besides, it shows how relations 

                                                           
10

 Pokémon Go: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pok%C3%A9mon_Go 
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are constantly constructed in practices. When we circulized, the embodied movement towards 

each other and sharing our feelings constructed these feelings of connectiveness. The 

multisensuous practices of catching Pokémon’s had a similar bonding function among the 

practitioners.      

 Every day of the Taglit trip, we collectively enacted the ritual of constructing a 

circle. With the action of making a circle, we created a space for emotional expression. 

Sharing these emotions and feeling supported by others, having ‘fellow-feelings’ (Ahmed 

2013: 9), in the circle was one of the ways in which, as Ahmed (2004) puts it: ‘the collective 

appears as if it were a body in the first place’ (ibid: 27). Ahmed emphasizes the relation 

between movement and attachment in emotions, arguing that emotions are both about what 

‘moves us’ and about what connects us ‘to this or that’ (ibid: 27). ‘What attaches us, what 

connects us to this or that place, or to this or that other, such that we cannot stay removed 

from this other, is also what moves us, or what affects us such that we are no longer in the 

same place’ (ibid: 27). As the act of circulizing shows, the actual movement connects bodied 

to other bodies, because ‘attachment takes place through movement [and] through being 

moved by the proximity of others’ (ibid: 28). Ahmed’s work will be further elaborated on in 

the next section where the focus is on how specific emotions, such as empathy and sadness, 

provide insights in ‘how we inhabit the world ‘with’ others’ (ibid: 28).  

4.2 Day eight: emotions at the graveyard 
On the seventh night, we were asked to circulize in a conference room of the kibbutz that we 

stayed. It was late and everyone was a bit tired and preferred to go to bed or socialize with 

each other outside in the pleasant evening heat. We gathered because our guide wanted to 

prepare us for the activities of the next day: the visit to the Yad Vashem, the national 

Holocaust memorial center, and a visit to Mount Herzl, the military cemetery. Zsach 

explained the reason of this late night circulation:  

‘tomorrow will be an emotionally exhausting day. Some of you might be 

overwhelmed by emotions because both visits will make a big impact on you. 

Our Israelis [of the mifgash: the six Israeli peers that joined us for a week] will 

share their personal stories from the army with us and, especially for you 

European Jews, the Holocaust is a part of your personal family history. It is a 

history that we all share and what makes us being present in this room now 

together’.   
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On the eighth night, I wrote down in my dairy:  

before we went to Mount Herzl, we had a lunch break at a shopping mall. I had 

the best best falafel ever! When we came back to the bus, the six Israelis
11

 had 

changed into their army uniforms. We hadn’t seen them like that before and 

they really ‘felt’ a bit different suddenly. Less approachable or something and 

they were also quieter, as if they were preparing for what was coming.  

As we arrived at the cemetery, we all circulized and our six Israeli friends shared a personal 

story with us. Though all stories were different, all of them were about someone that they 

knew who was killed in a war or due to a terrorist attack. One of our Israeli peers said: ‘what 

all Israelis have in common is that we are constantly threatened and that we all have lost 

someone in one of the war’.     

 Before continuing, some background information on mifgash might be helpful 

in order to contextualize these experiences at the graveyard as part of the scheduled activities 

of Taglit. The initiator of the mifgash experience, Anne Lanski argued that the Israel trip 

should be a journey in Jewish peoplehood and Jews from abroad and Israelis have to be 

together to realize this inward journey: ‘they have to live and talk and play and experience 

and laugh and cry and do everything together’ (in Saxe and Chazan 2008: 74)
12

. Saxe and 

Chazan argue that ‘the structured encounter creates a new way of experiencing Israel. It 

expands the perspective beyond a bus window, beyond quality tour educators and beyond 

learned lectures. It opens people’s hearts and souls as if they were cameras taking pictures of 

a society’ (Saxe and Chazan 2008: 92). Hence, the mifgash is an organized element of the 

Taglit experience that has the intention to ‘enable authentic encounters […] to create 

meaningful relations between Diaspora and Israeli participants’ (ibid: 74). The mifgash 

emphasizes very much the emotional experiences of Taglit, arising from human-to-human, 

body-to-body multisensuous encounters with others.   

 ‘Our’ six Israelis, as they were often referred to by ‘us’, were specifically 

selected for our Dutch group on the basis that they all had a connection with The 

Netherlands. Five of them had family living in The Netherlands which they regularly visited. 

                                                           
11

 The six Israeli peers that joined us for a week as part of the mifgash: the organized exchange between Israeli 

Jews and Jews from outside of Israel.   
12

 One spokesperson of Taglit said during a Jewish celebration that Birthright-participants should ‘go and make 

a lot of Jewish babies’ (http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/169366). This became a ‘running 

joke’ in our group, as a response to someone asking you what you were going to do, you would say: ‘make 

Jewish babies’.  
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Some of them spoke Dutch, while others knew only some funny Dutch words. Apart from 

what we had in common, we differed a lot. None of the Dutch participants was obligated to 

serve in the army for at least two years. All our Israeli friends were serving in the army and 

lived in a highly unstable country. However, a week of spending time and sharing 

experiences together, the similarities between us were more dominant than our differences. 

The visit to Mount Herzl however, created a disruption in that image. 

 Saxe and Chazan describe the visit to Mount Herzl as the climax of the mifgash 

experience: ‘it brings together all the themes of the trip and all the pathos, emotion, and 

complexity of the ten days’ (2008: 84). Our Israeli friends indeed played a significant role in 

the emotional experiences on Mount Herzl. After they shared their personal stories, the group 

became quiet. People were walking along the graves in silence, realizing that all of the killed 

soldiers were our age. Ido, our medic and security guard, asked us to circulize around one 

particular grave and he started to tell about his friend who was buried under that stone. Ido, 

with a broken voice, started to tell his story:  

‘we were sent on an operation to the border with Gaza and when the night 

came, we decided to sleep in an empty school building. My friend was sitting 

just a few meters away from me in the windowsill smoking a cigarette. Suddenly 

we heard shots and our friend dropped on the ground. That was it’.  

I was sitting next to Ido in the circle and I tried to comfort him, while he was shivering and 

tears were coming up in his eyes. I liked him straight from the beginning; he was a very 

funny guy that really tried to get to know everyone and made sure that we all were fine. 

Seeing him breaking down impacted me and I felt how much it hurt me to see him like that. I 

realized how quickly I got attached to him, while I was also caught by the fact that he, three 

years younger than me, had gone through such horrible experiences that were so far away 

from my comfortable and safe Dutch life.     

 Saxe and Chazan state that the power of the experience is magnified when 

Israelis talk about their own personal experiences (2008: 78). This was confirmed by the 

statements of some group members during the final group activity, sharing our personal 

reflections, on the ninth night. One participant said:  

‘Especially with the Israeli guys joining us, it made it so different. Such a 

different experience than the other times I went to Israel. They made it extra 
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special; because of them it was also extra emotional. With the stories that they 

told us. And I think it was the most emotional time for me in Israel and I never 

experienced that before when I went’.  

Another peer shared:  

‘one of the stories that really touched me was during an activity; it was of Ido, 

at the cemetery. And that yeah that was a touching moment’.  

From these statements, the conclusion can be drawn that the mifgash is a powerful tool in the 

Taglit program as it creates valuable embodied encounters between Jews and Israelis from 

which feelings of attachment derive. Besides, the use of ‘being touched’ by something or 

someone is interesting. It stresses the argument that Ahmed makes that we first and foremost 

experience emotions through our bodies. Emotions, she argues, take place in the ‘contact 

zone of impressions: they involve how bodies are ‘impressed upon by objects and others’ 

(Ahmed 2004: 30). Being touched by something or someone, then, could be seen as the ‘mark 

left by others’ (ibid: 30). In the next chapter, the responses given by other participants at the 

final reflection activity will be further investigated in order to answer sub-research question 

one and two: which emotions can be distinguished as shaping this Taglit group and how do 

these emotions work to align individuals to collective bodies? 

4.3 Day nine: expressing emotions in the circle 
On the ninth night, before we would collectively break the non-alcohol policy, we gathered 

one final time for a group activity. We circulized in an air-conditioned conference hall in the 

hotel and Zsach, our guide, gave an overview of our planned activities of the last ten days: 

where we slept, which sights we visited and what we did. He continued:  

‘These activities were all on the schedule, this was all according to plan. But 

what I want to mention is all the time that was not planned, the time in between 

activities. Basically, the not-official time: the time on the bus, the time that we 

are walking together as a group to a place, or the time in the evenings. Those 

times in my eyes are maybe even more important. No, I want to give you some 

time to think about your last ten days. You arrived, most of you didn’t know 

other people in this circle and tomorrow you are going back. How would you 

wrap up these experiences that happened to you?  Say it from your perspective, 

from the I-perspective. It is not about the ‘we’ or ‘us’ or ‘Israel’ this time, 
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really talk about yourself. Think about different things that happened this week, 

thought, experiences, emotions, maybe places that you saw that really affected 

you, maybe something that you liked of felt. Something that you want to take 

back home or maybe that you want to live in Israel’  

While saying this, he placed cards on the ground in the middle of the circle with words that 

expressed certain emotions and feelings. These cards were tools to help us to describe our 

experiences of Taglit. And while we walked around between the cards, all different emotions 

went through my mind and body. How could I possibly describe my experiences of the past 

ten days in words? And also: did I feel comfortable enough to say whatever I had on my mind 

in this circle?      

 While Zsach explicitly instructed us to reflect on our personal experiences of 

the past ten days, it is remarkable to hear how everyone mentioned ‘the group’, and many of 

us reflected solely on the group experiences. To give some examples, one participant said: ‘it 

was so great to feel… loved’ (audio transcribes final reflection: 24). Some people expressed 

their gratitude for being part of the group: ‘[…] we are such a good group and I also made 

some friends and yeah, I feel very special to be part of this group’ (ibid: 29-30) and: ‘I am 

very grateful that I have seen Israel this way with you guys’ (ibid: 54). One person reflected 

on her insecurities and fears that she had beforehand for joining a group of strangers on a trip: 

‘stepping out of my comfort zone and to get to know new people in a group, it’s really the 

best thing I have ever done because I got to meet so many nice people. It was a wonderful 

experience’ (ibid: 69-74). Many participants used connection or connected while reflecting 

on their experience: ‘we could actually talk about anything, we really started to have deep 

conversations and we started to really connect. And in the end, it is nice seeing everybody as 

a sort of family, […] I will miss you guys’ (ibid: 120-4). Also, some people expressed that 

they were surprised by how easily and quickly we became such a connected group: ‘we grew 

close really quickly and I didn’t expect that’ (ibid: 128-9).    

 A key to the creation of a sense of groupness and groupness is shared 

experiences (Saxe and Chazan 2008: 77). After ten days of spending 24 hours a day with each 

other, a group of over forty individuals transformed into a collective. Everyone reflected on 

the group, instead of following the given instructions to reflect on the self, during the final 

reflection activity. Zsach, after everyone had taken their turn to reflect on their past ten days, 

said: ‘I am really happy to hear that the main word that was mentioned here was group and 
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the experience here with the group and that you got this way of connecting’ (audio 

transcribes final reflection: 228). Hence, the collective identity was strongly present after 

these ten intensive and emotional days together in Israel.  

4.4 The last day: feeling ‘the best bus ever’ 
Social relations are shaped through emotions; they are ‘bound up with how we inhabit the 

world ‘with’ others’ (Ahmed 2004: 28). I argued here that the above mentioned moments, 

such as Ido sharing his story at the graveyard, circulizing and sharing feelings in the desert 

night and catching Pokémon’s are social practices from which emotions of connectiveness in 

the group are constructed. Especially the situations in where we were collectively ‘touched 

by’ something or someone, constructed strong feelings of connectiveness among each other. 

As we were addressed as one body, we (seemingly) responded as one body. Ahmed argues 

that emotions are not a ‘private matter: though they come from within, they move outwards 

towards others’ (Ahmed 2004: 25).  Hence, emotions are crucial to how the social is 

(re)produced and to our enduring within a complex social world (Holmes 2010).  

 Furthermore, the embodied practice of circulizing enhanced these feelings of 

connectiveness. The circle created a ‘legal’ space for emotional expression and recognition 

while our bodies were connected in constructing the borders of this produced space. These 

others were the people that you co-produced the circle with.  Hence, besides being connected 

in creating a space, feelings of connectiveness were born from sharing emotions and personal 

accounts. Feelings of empathy, which I strongly felt for Ido at the graveyard, or ‘feeling the 

same’, expressed by stepping into the circle during the circulizing activity in the desert, 

deepened this strong connection to, and with, the group. This resulted in the emotional 

reflections on the final night, in which people reflected mostly on the positive ‘the group’ 

experience with statements such as: ‘I think we are an amazing group’  (audio transcribes 

final reflections: 182) and ‘we are definitely the best bus ever’.    

 However, though emotions are socially constructed, they are not solely 

experienced socially. One group member reflected on the personal emotional experience that 

he had when we were at the Kotel: ‘It is something personal that I rather not share […] but I 

really had this moment for myself for twenty minutes. That is why I was so late, I am sorry for 

that but I had to embrace that moment and really think about things that are important’ (ibid: 

100, 102-4). Being part of a group, and being together with others 24/7, is very intense. There 
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is very little time for personal self-reflection, this could be one of the reasons why many of us 

reflected on the ‘group experience’ instead. 

Where this chapter focused on the in-group emotional experiences, the following chapter will 

focus on how I personally experienced being part of a Dutch Taglit group in Israel for ten 

days.  

Chapter 5: Taglit the Self    

5.1 Shabbat: time for personal reflections 
During the ten days, I kept track of a diary. It is interesting to see that I ‘reflected’ the most 

on Shabbat
13

. As we respected the Shabbat rules, we had no activities scheduled on Saturday 

morning which provided me with time to make audio recordings and write in my diary.   

On the third day, I wrote the following down in my booklet:  

Why did I join this trip? I felt so uncomfortable today in the Arab village with 

this group of people [the other Taglit participants in my group]. They asked 

such stupid and ignorant questions. It felt like I was a colonist that tried to 

occupy another part of this ‘precious Holy’ land. 

It had been a rather long and tiring day full of excursions; one was a tour through an Israeli 

Arab town. The local guide explained the purpose of the tour as ‘binding’: bringing Jewish 

and Arab youth together by showing how there are so much more similarities in our lives 

than differences. Besides, it was a way of empowering the local youth, as they could acquire 

training in guiding visitors and practice their English. The intentions were good, gaining 

insights in the lives of people that you would otherwise not interact with, could indeed result 

in more sustainable relations and understanding. Why, then, did I feel annoyed and 

unconformable in my position as being part of the Taglit Birthright group?  

 Almost one year later, when recalling this activity, I remember the stark 

contract in temperature when stepping out of our air-conditioned bus into the dry heat. There 

was a really bad smell of garbage at one point, when we walked from the beach into the 

center. While writing down this, a scene from a documentary about colonists in Hebron 

comes to my mind. In this scene, two young Hebrew boys stand on a hill and overlook the 
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 Shabbat is the seventh day in the Jewish week. It is the official rest day for Jewish people.  
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Palestinian city of Hebron. One of them points at the houses and says: ‘do you see that, a 

house full of Arab terrorists’, on which the other young colonist child responds: ‘I hate that 

smell’ (Hertog 2012). The personal discomfort that I felt in the village might come from the 

fact that the bad smell confirms a stereotype. The fact that a stereotype unconsciously came 

to my head, and nose, made me feel unpleasant with myself because I consider this kind of 

‘seeing the Other’ as one of the fundamental problems of the ongoing conflict between the 

Israelis and the Palestinians.      

 Understanding this particular situation from a hermeneutic circle perspective 

foregrounds several interesting issues. At the evening after the tour to the Arab village, I 

subscribed my feelings as deriving from being annoyed by the ignorance of the other 

participants in my group. Now, one year later, I interpret my negative feelings as deriving 

from the fact that I unconsciously confirm to a stereotype. This reflexive insight comes from 

what Gadamer describes as a fusion of horizons, from which new understanding derives 

(Gadamer, Weinsheimer et al. 2004).     

 As the above stream of thought already shows, this chapter will be a complex 

process of (hermeneutic) understanding over time and space. I attempt to delve into my 

personal experienced emotions from one year ago and reflect on them in retrospect, while 

adding my current reflections to these reflections to them. In doing so, the third sub-research 

question will be addressed in this chapter. How did I personally experience being part of this 

Dutch Taglit group in Israel for ten days? To clear the presented ‘entanglements and 

complexity’ slightly, this chapter is structured as follows: first of all, I attempt to position 

myself as being Jewish and I reflect on this from a relational approach. How did I feel Jewish 

around other Jewish people in the Taglit group and in Israel? Subsequently I will provide two 

examples of situations in which I did not feel comfortable during the ten days of Taglit. I will 

argue that feelings of discomfort derive from the fact that my personal feelings did not align 

at these moments with the openly expressed ‘group’ emotions. Coming to the discussion, I 

will shortly address ’the gift’ as Taglit is frequently referred to by the Birthright organization. 

I speculate what receiving a free ten-day trip to Israel could imply, arguing that accepting a 

gift comes with certain expectations. This chapter will be finalized by stressing two elements 

that have been coming up frequently, namely: time and circles. The conclusion will be drawn 

that both the hermeneutic circle as our in-group practice of circulizing provides a context 

within which we must interpret and reason the ongoing process of understanding (Debesay, 

Nåden et al. 2008: 58).  
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5.2 Day six: feeling and ‘being Jewish’? 
I am Jewish because my mom is Jewish. We never went to the sjoel

14
, never celebrated any 

Jewish holiday and I have never been active in the Jewish community in Amsterdam. My 

Jewishness is never really a dominant part of my identity. I had been in Israel twice before, 

the first time with my grandmother and mother when I was fourteen years old and the second 

time was with my best friend in 2013. Both times, I experienced that my Jewish identity was 

more dominantly present while in Israel. The reason for this was best explained by a group 

member during the final reflection activity: ‘live in Israel is Jewish but in The Netherlands, it 

is not like that’ (audio transcribes final reflection: 156-7). Hence, place and identity are 

strongly connected: feeling ‘Jewish’ is strongly connected to being in Israel and vice versa.

 Though I do not feel very Jewish when I am not in Israel, I have often defended 

my ‘Jewishness’. People often ask me ‘how’ I am Jewish; if I do not go to the synagogue, do 

not believe in any God or ‘life a Jewish life’. I have difficulties to define this for myself and 

often respond by saying the first sentence of this paragraph: ‘I am Jewish because my mom is 

Jewish’. One of the reasons why I signed up for this trip to Israel is to learn more about what 

‘Jewishness’ means and to learn more about the socio-cultural Jewish identity. With at least 

one Jewish parent, I met the ‘requirements’ and joined the Birthright group from The 

Netherlands in the summer of 2016.  

On the sixth day, I wrote down in my diary: 

It is Shabbat today and it is so quiet. We feel a bit locked up in our hotel, we are 

not allowed to leave it in respect to Shabbat. But we are quite frustrated 

because of this, we are in Jerusalem and will have so little time to see the city 

and now we waste our time doing nothing. We are halfway our trip, the first 

four days they really tried to exhaust us a bit. We did a lot of physical stuff, like 

kayaking and hiking and we slept really little. Everyone is a bit tired now, also 

because we all had to get to know each other. But I notice now that there is a 

bit of a shift towards talking about real stuff instead of fun activities. We are 

talking about the Jewish and what it means to be Jew, and what you can do to 

get more involved into the Jewish community. And I feel that this might create a 

bit more of a division within the group between people who are ‘dealing with 

Jewishness’ in different ways. I even feel that you are judged a bit based on 

‘how good of a Jew’ you are by some. I am a bit confused; it feels like the fact 

that we are such an amazing group is seen as deriving from the fact that we are 
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Jewish. So that we are such a great group because we are Jewish. But I don’t 

think that it is because we are all Jewish that we are such a nice group.  

The uncertainty, or negotiation, about my own ‘Jewishness’ clearly comes up from this diary 

fragment. For the first time in my life I was surrounded by other Dutch Jews. A few people in 

the group were religious Jews, a few more were active in the Jewish community in 

Amsterdam and others were strongly connected to Israel, and Judaism, because of family that 

lived there. Many in our group, however, stated that they signed up for the trip to learn, to 

taglit, this part of their background because they did not know so much about it. Being part of 

a diverse group of Jewish people provided me with a relational perspective to reflect on my 

own positionings and Jewish identity, understood as constantly shifting and changing. Zsach 

described this as one of the powers, or ‘tools’, of a group: ‘it gives you a mirror to see who 

you are’ (audio transcribes final reflection: 213).   

 I wrote down that I felt being judged on being Jewish enough by some others in 

the group. The statement to be proud for being Jewish was sometimes made and, though I did 

not express this out loud in the group, I never shared this emotion. However, for not sharing 

this emotion, I felt sometimes ‘not Jewish enough’ in relation to others in the group that were 

‘more Jewish’. Moreover, I wrote down that I felt being ‘judged for not being Jewish 

enough’. During one group activity, we discussed ‘what it means to be Jewish’. Issues such 

as the importance of visiting Israel, finding a Jewish partner, raising your children Jewish and 

celebrating Jewish holidays were brought up. I was confused after this activity because it 

made it clear how little I did with my Jewishness. Walking back to our hotel, I wanted to talk 

to someone in the group of whom I know was practicing ‘her Jewishness’. She was about to 

get married to a Jewish guy and they had decided to become religious together and raise their 

(future) children accordingly. When I asked her what she thought about the fact that I was not 

doing so much with my ‘Jewishness’ she responded by saying that she had difficulties to 

understand that. She used to word ignorant to express her thinking, and said that it was 

something ‘too big, and too important’ to not incorporate in your life.  

 This comment emphasizes the diversity within the group. These differences in 

positionings towards ‘being Jewish’ were foregrounded during activities such as the above 

described. However, most time during the ten days could be classified as non-official time, as 

Zsach referred to it. The time in between activities, such as the hours spend in the bus 

listening to music and making fun with each other, the ‘free’ time in the evening, and the 

time eating in restaurants, occupied a bigger part of the ten days. Zsach thought of this in-
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between time as the most important time: ‘it is in this time that you really tried to get to know 

each other and get closer. This is the main purpose of this trip in my eyes, for people to come 

together’ (ibid: 216-18). Looking back at my Taglit experience one year later, the non-

official time was most valuable for me too. As another group member also said, during these 

times we really shared our personal stories with each other, on which we build our connection 

and this strong feeling of belonging to the group (ibid: 58-59). During this non-official time, 

‘being more or less Jewish’ did not matter; we were all part of the ‘best bus ever’  

5.3 Day four and day nine: feeling of ‘not fitting in’ 
In this following paragraph, I will reflect on two situations in which I felt ‘not fitting in’ in 

the group. They made me feel uncomfortable and questioning myself, because it was a 

sudden disruption from the connection that I had felt with the group all the time. During 

situations took place during an official activity in which we were circulizing and asked to 

express our thoughts and feelings. While we were holding each other’s hand we were, to 

paraphrase Ahmed (2004): ‘presenting ourselves as if we were a collective body’. Both 

situations made me feel uncomfortable because my personal feelings were not aligned with 

the expressed emotions in the circle: my body was not part of the collective body. It felt like 

the circle did not provide space for ‘my’ alternative voice, exactly because of the fact that we 

circulized into ‘one body’, represented by ‘one voice’.    

 The first situation was after our visit to the Independence Hall. The guide
15

 had 

told us the story about how the State of Israel was founded. She passionately told about all 

the struggles that the young state had been gone through, such as how the neighboring 

countries collectively attacked Israel, moments after it was born in 1948. She stressed the 

resilience of the Jewish people and she used sentences such as: ‘the chosen people that rise 

from the ashes’ and ‘strong desert dwellers from God’. She made a lot of jokes in her speech; 

this somehow hided the strong expressions that were made and I did not pay much attention 

to it. However, she might have set the tone for the emotions that were collectively expressed 

later when we circulized outside. After leaving the Independence Hall, we were asked to 

circulize and to share our thoughts with the group. One group member raised his voice first 

and shared with the group that the tour had made such a big impact on him and how it should 

make an impact on all of us:  

                                                           
15

 The guide in the Independence Hall was not ours, Zsach, but a local guide.  



   42 
 
 

‘This is about our history, we have fought so long for this country and still 

today we have to fight for it. It’s an everyday struggle for existence and our own 

place, the place that was given to us and belongs to us’.  

This argument was supported by one of the Israeli peers, who gave a personal account on 

how even the smallest daily activities, like grocery shopping or taking a bus, are moments in 

which you could lose your life in Israel: ‘they are always trying to take us down and destroy 

us. But so far, they have not succeeded and they never will’. I felt very uncomfortable at this 

moment, being part of that circle. I became aware of the people that walked passed us and 

that they might hear what was said in the circle. Though I would have liked to say something 

to counter these statements, I kept quiet. I felt that there was no space for another voice in 

that circle.       

 The second situation in which I felt ‘out of place’ and not being part of the 

group was during the reflection activity in the desert
16

. While I described earlier how I felt 

this very strong energy and connection with the group during this activity, by stepping into 

the circle to express your support to someone, I felt very uncomfortable during the final 

moment of this circulization. At the very last moment, after Zsach said that we were going 

back to the camp, one group member suddenly started to sing the national anthem of Israel. 

People grabbed each other’s shoulders and started to sway from left to right. A stark division 

appeared suddenly: between the people who knew the lyrics and the people, like me, who did 

not. Between the people who swayed from left to right, and the people who were swayed 

from left to right by the people who sang. After the song, the guy who initiated the singing 

said:  

‘this is to everyone, realize how important that land is. This is the country 

where you belong and can always go to. You will always have a home here. 

How fucked up you feel, every Jew can always find its way to Israel’. 

  

As I argued earlier, the circle plays an important role in this as it constructs a space in which 

these emotions can do things. From the above two examples, it can be concluded that the 

circle is the representation of one collective body, represented by one voice. The collective 

body is represented by one emotion, not giving space to personal feelings that might differ 
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from this. Emotions are social, they are ‘not a private matter: though they come from within, 

they move outwards towards others’ (Ahmed 2004: 25). In contrary to feelings: they might 

come from within, and might stay within. Hence, collective bodies are represented by 

emotions, which are socially constructed, and do things. My feelings of discomfort arose 

from the fact that my personal feelings at these moments did not correspond to the emotions 

expressed by the collective body. Ahmed summarizes this as follows: ‘if you sympathize 

[with my feelings], then we might have ‘fellow-feeling’. Ff you do not understand, we might 

feel alienated from each other’ (Ahmed 2013: 8-9)   

 Israel was at various occasions presented to us as ‘our home’, or ‘the place 

where we [Jews] belong’. Hertitage tourism, in which Taglit fits in, means a sense of 

belonging in relation to a community (Smith and Richards 2013: 96). This community was 

both referring to ‘the Jewish people’ and by Israel as a country. I personally have difficulties 

to ‘sense’ this belonging to Israel as a country. I do not see it as mine; neither do I feel to 

belong to it. Hearing statements such as ‘Israel is for the Jewish people’ repulsed me because 

it comes with denying other people to live somewhere, even though they might have lived 

there for generations. While it simultaneously provided me with a right to live in a country 

that I visited as a tourist only three times. The fact that I did not agree with these statements 

made me mostly question what it meant for me to be Jewish and, also: if I valued ‘being 

Jewish’ like others in the group. I felt ‘not fitting in’ at times when statements like these were 

made in the group. Even though I know that not all the others in the circle supported such 

statements they were not openly countered at these moments. However, I discussed these 

feelings ‘of not fitting in’ during these activities with the people in the group that I knew held 

a similar approach to ‘being Jewish’ like me. Interestingly, the shared feelings of ‘not fitting 

in’ or ‘not feeling this sense of belonging’ during this moment created a strong feeling of 

mutual understanding and feelings of connection amongst the ones sharing this feeling of not 

fitting in.  
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Chapter 6: Reflecting on an Israeli gift and a 
Jewish circle 

6.1 ‘A gift’?  

Circles, -in the shape of circulizing and hermeneutic circles-, have come up multiple times in 

the previous chapters. I argued that circulizing was an important part of how emotions work 

on this Taglit Birthright trip to Israel. In the embodied movement of our individual bodies 

making a circle, we constructed a space for emotional expressions. Sharing emotions within 

the circle did something, it made us feel as ‘one body’ (Ahmed 2004: 26). Zsach reflected on 

circles in an interesting way. During the final reflection activity, he explained his personal 

thoughts as follows:  

‘We are always part of relations, all the time, anytime. And I believe that there 

are three circles of relations. The first one is with ourselves; we are always 

busy with ourselves, mainly in our heads. We are trying to figure out our ways 

in the world. The second circle is the relations with the people around us. The 

people next to us now, our family, friends, etcetera. They are always facing and 

challenging us. The last circle is the setting: the places around us. And here, it 

is Israel. Israel is first of all my home, the place where I live and where I grew 

up. But it is also a tool, a tool to bring up questions’.  

Reading this quote now brings me to the following thoughts. Within the first circle, I was 

trying to understand my personal feelings. I was primarily questioning myself if I was 

‘Jewish enough’ in relation to the other group members and if I was critical enough to the 

information, knowledge and truths that they told us. In the second circle, I had a great time 

being part of ‘the best Taglit group in Israel ever’. I felt a strong connection to the group and 

really felt, as also expressed by others, that I made some true friends. The third circle, Israel, 

was presented by the Taglit organization as a ‘life changing gift’
17

. Hence, Israel is the tool to 

realize this life-changing shift to take place.    

 In this current process of understanding and reflecting on my experiences, the 

following question comes up in my mind: what does the description of the trip as ‘a gift’ on 

the Taglit website imply? Marcel Mauss (2015) argues that the gift contains three elements. 

First, there is an obligation to give a gift. Second, there is the obligation to receive a gift and 

                                                           
17

 https://www.giftoflife.org/page/content/partner-taglit (4/5/2017).  

https://www.giftoflife.org/page/content/partner-taglit


   45 
 
 

lastly, there is an obligation to return the gift. Though I will not delve too much into this 

theoretization of reciprocity, I am interested in what is expected from me after accepting this 

gift of a free ten-day trip to Israel. Some group members expressed that becoming active in 

the Jewish community in The Netherlands was one of our ‘moral obligations’ after the trip. 

Some group members thanked Taglit for giving us this basis and said that we had to use the 

connection that was given us in this trip to build a strong Jewish community in The 

Netherlands on. Zsach somehow talked about ‘the obligation’ or ‘expectation’ during the 

final reflection activity: ‘I will never tell you to make aliya
18

 or come to live here or do 

Jewish babies [everyone laughed when he accidently said: ‘do Jewish babies’, instead of: 

‘make Jewish babies’] but what I want to say is that what I do ask you is to question yourself 

and to question each other. Take time to ask: who am I and where am I coming from and 

where to go’ (audio transcribes final reflection: 220-3). Hence, Zsach wanted us in return to 

the free Taglit trip to reflect on ourselves. I question myself: would writing a thesis about the 

trip from a reflexive perspective be a valid response to the obligation that comes with 

receiving this gift?    

6.2 Open and closed circles 
This final chapter focused on my personal emotional experiences during the Birthright trip 

and complexity was predicted at the beginning of this chapter. The reason for this is that the 

data that is presented here are my current reflections on previous reflections during the Taglit 

trip. Two elements are important to emphasize, namely: circles (of interpretation) and time. 

Debesay, Nåden, et. al. argue that ‘all understanding with regard to social interactions must of 

necessity take its starting point in the individual’s understanding of himself/herself. Hence, 

all understanding will involve self-understanding’ (Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 58). Zsach’s 

envisioning of the three circles of which everyone is part of resonates to the above argument. 

The first circle, the starting point, is the relation with the self and involves self-understanding. 

Informed by the hermeneutic circle, understanding is achieved by interpreting the individual 

parts, deriving from processes of self-understanding, as embedded in the understanding of the 

whole, and vice versa. ‘There is always an interplay, and tension, between the whole and its 

elements of interpretation’ (ibid: 58). Hence, the second circle concerns the relations with 

others, as being embedded in the whole. Thirdly, Zsach described the third circle, the place, 

‘as a tool to raise questions’ (audio transcribes final reflections: 241). Gadamer perceives the 

                                                           
18

 ‘Making aliyah’ is used to address Jewish people that move to the State of Israel to settle down.   



   46 
 
 

hermeneutic circle as an opportunity to constantly gain new knowledge as one does not 

remain in the same place (2004 in Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 58). Hence, a temporal being 

in a new place, such as ten days in Israel, provides this opportunity to gain new 

understandings. Zsach’s three circles could be perceived as reflecting this hermeneutic circle 

in which new understandings and interpretations are constructed.   

 Time is another important element that contributed to the complexity of this 

chapter. Understanding is argued to take place ‘when a fusion of horizons of past and present 

occurs’ (Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 58). The data represents my current reflections on 

experiences that I reflected on almost one year ago. These current and previous reflections 

are shaped by pre-understandings, which can be understood in line with Heidegger’s 

understanding of ‘always already in the world’. Pre-understandings are underlying my 

experiences during the trip, both the individual parts as the whole, and they are shaping the 

current reflections of the Taglit trip. Gadamer further argues that an interpretation is always 

application, we interpret and try to understand when we first shall render something concrete 

for use’ (Gadamer 2004 in ibid: 60). Hence, interpretations are informed and shaped by the 

purpose (application) of this specific study that focusses on ‘how emotions are doing things’ 

(Ahmed 2004). Furthermore, these pre-understandings are constantly shaped and re-shaped, 

leading to altering understandings.     

 Gadamer describes temporal distance as enabling us to reassess our prejudices 

in order to arrive at this understanding (2004 in Debesay, Nåden et al. 2008: 58). ‘The 

temporal distance mediates between the traditions that fuse into a new one’ and this results in 

understandings ‘in different ways’ (ibid: 58). Another understanding derives from my diary 

entries now, as compared with the time that I scribbled them down during the Taglit trip. 

‘The distance in time enables us to reassess our prejudices in order to arrive at this 

understanding. The temporal distance mediates as such between the traditions that fuse into a 

new one’ (ibid: 58). Hermeneutic circle could be envisioned as an ‘ongoing circle’ in which 

knowledge and understanding can be revised constantly (ibid: 59). The search for knowledge 

is process orientated, and the search is not for ‘complete’ knowledge: understanding can be 

revised constantly and new understandings can be explored in every process. Besides, taken 

(emotional) reflexivity and the notion of pre-understanding into account, this same research 

as currently presented here, would be done differently the next time.   

 Nevertheless, for future research, it would be valuable to explore how emotions 

work beyond the travelling group. In other words, it would be interesting to shift the focus 
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towards the emotional experiences of those who are outside of the touring Taglit group, but 

who still are temporally ‘in touch’ with the ‘in-circle subjectivities’. Examples of this could 

be the people who provide the tour through the Arab village, or the people who provide the 

Desert Experience at the Bedouin camp. This study has focused on the in-group processes in 

which feelings of connectiveness work but a similar study could be conducted from an outer-

group perspective. Besides, this study contributed to obtaining insights in how (organized) 

group travel works. These insights could be applied to study other forms of tourism, think of 

(all-inclusive) resorts or cruise tourism, in order to obtain more understanding in how group 

processes work and what the role of emotions is in these processes. Edensor has conducted 

research on what he refers to as ‘enclavic’ tourist spaces, -organized tourist spaces-, from a 

performance perspective (2008). However, the role of emotions in the constructions of these 

tourist spaces is not much ‘touched upon’. Of interest in such a focus, and not elaborated on 

in this study, would be the role of place and place attachment as experienced emotionally.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion   
This research has provided insights in Taglit, which is an organization that provides free ten-

day trips to Israel for diasporic Jewish youth. It has described how the organization aims at 

realizing more connectiveness between young Jewish people and the State of Israel and to 

activate their engagement in Jewish life. This study has made an attempt to gain insights in 

how emotions work on a Taglit Birthright trip to Israel and how certain feelings, such as 

connectiveness, are constructed during the ten days of the trip. Inspired by Ahmed (2004, 

2013), emotions were conceptualized and theorized as ‘doing things’: as constructing 

collectives through experiencing similar emotions simultaneously. Informed by hermeneutics 

and reflexivity, this case study presented findings that were collected through participant 

observation on a Taglit trip for Dutch Jewish people in the summer of 2016.   

 Three sub-research questions were formulated to support this study. Sub-

research question one focused on the kinds of emotions that shape a Taglit Birthright group. 

A variety of emotions were experienced during the trip and the findings show that strong 

emotions were experienced through collective ‘doings’, such as catching Pokémon’s together 

or group activities while standing in a circle (this is referred to as ‘circulizing’ in this study). 

Besides, strong emotional experiences derived from the moments when people were ‘touched 

by’ someone or something else in the group. This brings us to sub-research question two: 

how do emotions work to align individuals to collective bodies in the Taglit group? 

Collectively being ‘touched by’ something or someone happened when emotional 

experiences were shared in the circle. Argued is that both the embodied process of making a 

circle, by physically bringing our bodies in a big round, as the activities within this 

constructed space contributed to the alignment of individuals to collective bodies. 

 Chapter five addressed the third sub-research question and focused on my 

personal experiences during the ten-day Birthright trip. The aim of this chapter is to gain 

insights in emotional reflexivity as a research method and delve into a process of 

understanding through the hermeneutic circle. It is concluded that personal feelings and 

collective emotions can result in experienced situations of ‘not fitting in’. Furthermore, the 

chapter reflected on identity constructions and approached ‘Jewishness’ from a relational 

perspective, reflecting on being in a group of Jewish Dutch people and being in Israel. 

 Chapter six brought up different discussions. First of all, it is argued that 

understanding, as informed by hermeneutic circle, takes place over time and within circles (of 
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interpretation). It is argued that understanding on this Taglit trip takes place through the self, 

through the others in the group and through Israel. As understanding in these three circles is 

constantly changing over time, so are the reflections that are presented here. Secondly, the 

Taglit organization often refers to the free ten-day trip as ‘a gift’. The question is raised what 

‘receiving a gift’ implies: what is expected in return?  

As mentioned in the introduction chapter, heritage tourism, -in which Taglit trips can be 

placed-, create and sustain transnational bounds between (diasporic) Jews and Israel by 

creating feelings of connectiveness. It is argued that Taglit contributes to social sustainability, 

for example by supporting and socio-cultural competence between different (Jewish) people. 

The argument can be made that ‘emotions sustain’. Over a time span of ten days, the trip 

constructs strong emotional transnational bonds between places and people. These 

constructed feelings of connectiveness could result in more awareness and ‘care’ for a place, 

its people and the future of it. This study has shown how forty individuals became one group 

over a timespan of ten days. Stereotypes are countered and similarities between people are 

foregrounded as differences are fading away. Could there be a potential contribution of Taglit 

trips in the light of a more sustainable, peaceful future in this contested region? As argued by 

Debesay, Nåden et al. (2008), the temporal being in a new place creates the potential to gain 

new understandings. The temporal being with ‘new’ others would follow a same reasoning. 

Saxe and Shazan (2008) show how the mifgash fights stereotypes when Israeli Jews and 

American Jews get to know each other by travelling through Israel as one Taglit group. This 

study has shown that forty individuals became one group through experiencing shared 

emotions and embodied activities.     

 This raises the question: in which ways could Taglit contribute to a more 

socially ‘sustainable’ and peaceful future in which different people together through Israel 

and see instead of the differences that separate them the similarities that bind them? The tour 

through the Arab village is one (small) step in such a more ‘sustainable’ direction, as it 

attempts to initiate a mutual learning exchange. However, much more could be done in order 

to contribute to a better future in this contested and politically instable region. Could people, -

though from different ethnic, religious or cultural backgrounds-, ‘taglit’ each other and 

become ‘the best bus ever’ in ten days, while (emotionally) experiencing the beauty that 

Israel has to offer?  
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Appendix A: Itinerary Taglit trip  
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