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Israeli society IS deeply divided along religious-secu1ar lines in a manner 

characteristic of kulturkampf This dissertation discusses the role of the Meretz political 

party in this struggle, building on ethnographic research carried out with the youth 

sections of the party in 1999 and 2000 and subsequent peace activism. The history and 

nature of the Jewish kulturkampfare charted and described, as is the development of the 

secu1ar Jewish identity community. Interview excerpts are used to elucidate the 

understandings and experience of culture war and Jewish identification from the 

standpoint of committed secu1ar activists. Finally, predictions are made for the future 

trajectory of the kulturkampf 

Figure l: A RA TZ sticker witb Hrnl in tbe background: 
"A Halakhic State- Tbe State is Gone!" 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

ln a March 1999 survey 62% of respondents stated that the secuJar-re 1igious division 

was the most serious problem for fsrae!i society, as opposed to only 1 8% who favoured the 

cont1ict behveen Left and Right over the peace process (BBC News 4/6/00). TI1is is a 

staggering result and evidence of the way in which the tensions concerning the religious­

secular bJ.lturkampfare experienced as a daily, pressing rea lity by b--raelis. This dissertation 

describes the role of the Meretz political party and its activists in the ongoing kulturkampf 

('culture war') between religious and secular fsraelis . It builds on my expenences as a 

fie ldworker and activist with the party from the 1999 gene ral election . 

The use of the tenn kulturkampl ('cul ture \:var'), with its intimations of warfare and total 

societai dysfunction , is controversial when describing relations between Israel's observant 

and non-observant publics. However, a close consideration of the modes, trajectory and 

intractability of culture battles over issues such as Jewish identity politics and religious 

coercion militates against any other lmderstanding of the overall conflict. 1l1e Israeli 

kuflurkampf is recognised here as tJ1e resuJt of a divergence in Je\vish identity politics that 

since the Je'Nish Enlightenment (Haska!a), led to the fundamental breakdown of 

homogeneity. Through Zionism this conflict was transported to Israel where it has 

developed into a battJe over the imagined ideal and future of the state. Here Meretz activists 

describe how they to Jewish identity and ethnicity, Zionism and Judaism and give 

their opinions on ma tters such as coercion and the Occupation . It is argued that the 

settlement of the West Bank <md Gaza can only be properly understood with regard to the 

Israeli culture war, of which it is an ex1Jfession. At the same time Israeli identity politics 

has beco me an ethnopohtical battle over \vho holds the most valid fonn of Jewish identity 

and over who is to be the ultimate arbiter of that identity. 

Below, I describe my involvemen t with Meretz as both at,i:lvist and ethnographer, and 

my reasons for choosing Meretz as an organisation deeply involved in the Israeli 

kulturkarnpf The tenn kulturkampf is defined and the importance of its study reviewed 

before an ex1Josition on the perceived problems of engagement for objectivity, critical 

distance and cultural reflexivity. My ethnographic methodology has been influenced by the 

work of Kurt Wolff and his ideas are discussed below. This is followed by a discourse on 
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the use of ' identity ' before I provide a brief introduction to the subjects that will be 

broached in each chapter. 

Why Meretz? 

'To Be Free In Our Country' was the 1 999 election campaign slogan for the Meretz 

political party _ The slogan itself is a llne from the Israeli national anthem, Hatil""Va (The 

Hope'), and refers to the 'freedoms' (Appendix C) espoused by the party, given Meretz' 

commitment to the promotion of human and civil rights. Of these freedoms, the obvious 

referent was freedom from religious coercion and i t  \vas on the secular public's 

understanding of Meretz' connnihnent to the struggle against the Orthodox religious 

establishment and its perceived encroachment on secular dominion in I.s.rae] that the 1 999 

elec6on result would hinge. 

Israel is racked by conflicts that reflect divisions within the Jewish population between 

secular and religious, hawks and doves, Sephardim 1 and Ashkenazim 1. Jewish identity is 

deeply implicated in these struggles and is utilised in different ways by competing groups 

to promote their own c]rums over those of their rivals and to define the boundaries of 

membership. The various iden6ty comrrnmi6es are represented politically by a myriad of 

parties, movements and organisations that give Israeli politics a 'tribal' characte2, an 

effervescence and instability rarely seen in other democratic regimes. 

It is problematic to define these groups and their representative bodies as belonging to 

identity communities as it creates a problem of definition and the danger of launching a 

reductive analysis which fails to acknowledge the extant diversity of opinions and 

motivations of individuals and sub-groups within the posited identity group. Nonetheless, 

the concept has some merit when used loosely to formulate theoretical bases for collective 

understaudings and action for groups who share class (resource access, taste, residence, 

e tc.), etlmic, religious and other characteristics. This is particularly true when analysing an 

1 Sephardim: A term originally used to refer to exiled Spanish Jewry now describes the descendants 
of this group throughout the world and Jews and their descendants from North Africa and the Near 
East. 
2 Ashkenazim: European Jews and their descendan-ts. 

' I use' tribal' here not in i-ts traditional sense of a kinship-based society but in the use given the 
term by political commentators in Israel when referring to the fact that different identity 
communities display set political affinities and positions, whkh they l10ld to passionately. 
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otherwise amorphous public such as middle-dass secular Israelis where the proposition of a 

shared identity community can help in analysing where the points of commonality lie and 

in identifying trends within this public regarding issues that impinge on the identity 

aggregate or merely a sub-group. 

The Meretz political party represents one such identity community; that sector of the 

secular, dovish Ashk.enazi public who believe in the necessity of strengthening Israel as a 

secular, dem<X-1atic state built on the recognition of civil and human rights. Included in the 

Meretz definition of civil rights is freedom from rehgious coercion, to be actuated through 

changes in the religious-secular 'status quo' formulated in the years immediately preceding 

and following independence. Meretz has also been the most intractable Zionist movement 

with regard to the necessity of leaving the Occupied Territories and in defining the 

Occupation as a human rights disaster and an unnecessary blight on the state. 

Meretz represents an identity community within the secular public that holds to several 

or all of the folJowing points. Members do not support the right wing vision of 'Greater 

Israel', synonymous to some with the quasi-religious concept of Eretz Yisrael ('Land of 

Israel') and used by the light to legitimise the settlement of conquered tenitories. They hold 

an aversion to the perceived backwardness and corruption of the religious establishment 

and populace, see their own secular lifestyle as threatened by the growth of the religious 

community and the growing power of its political re-presentatives, and hold to a more 

Limited understanding of Zionism and nationalism. Members envision a future liberal 

Jewish state in tune with the Herzlian vision of a normalised Western society living at 

peace with its neighbours (Sachar 1995:40-41; Eisenstadt 1985:84--85). 

Meretz supporters may hold to some or all of the above and their adherence to the party 

as the representative of their community is essentially voluntary and dependant on outside 

factors such as the regression of the peace process and Meretz, perceived effectiveness in 

making changes in the religious secular status quo -- both contributed to a loss of votes for 

Meretz in the 2003 elections. NonetJ1eless, Tzerie Meretz (the organisa6on in Meretz for 

those between 18--35 years old) constituted for me the ideal fieldwork 'site'� a militant 

section of the secularist party most engaged in the kulturkampf, committed to vigorous 

street activism pertaining to the conflict. 
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My own interest in Meretz was raised through living in Jerusalem for just over two 

months in 1996. I became fascinated by the rich diversity and variety of expressions of 

Jewish identity in the city. My Israeli girlfriend was secular and voted Meretz- though she, 

like many, expressed disillusionment with the party - so I was able to get some gist of what 

the party stood for and the various religious, etlmic and ideological differences in the Israeli 

pobty. My first weeks in Jerusalem were spent finrung a flat and settling in. My entree to 

the party was simple; I knocked off a quick research proposal on my laptop and wandered 

down the street to the Meretz branch to introduce myself. At first l was concemed about my 

poor Hebrew and expected communication difficulties, but my fears proved groundless as it 

turned out that virtually everybody at the Jerusalem Meretz sn�f ('branch') spoke English 

and were more than happy to slap a stack of flyers (which I couldn't read) on me and have 

me out on tl1e streets as an activist immediately. By ilie end of the first week I was acting as 

ilie adult required for Noar(the 'Youth' section of Meretz, activists of high school age) to be 

allowed to go out electioneering. The learning curve was very steep. l had drivers and 

passers-by abusing me at intersections before I even knew why, or could understand ilie 

choice appellations they were bestowing upon me, but with the help of the Noar and Tzerim 

(Tzerie members) at the snif. I was soon well-informed on the election, the Jerusalem 

kulturkamp{. and on their attitudes to settlers and the right wing. 

Choosing to become a Meretz activist was serendipitous; I was catapulted into the 

middle of an election campaign in which the Israeli public was deeply engaged (unlike the 

2000 and 2003 elections), fighting for ideas that l held to and which stood at the heart of 

the left-centre secular response to religious-nationalism. According to informants, Meretz 

had perfom1ed well in opposi6on to a Netanyahu government iliat had become notorious -

at least on the left - for graft and corruption. As the campaign wore on it became clear to 

many of us that we were going to win and that Meretz would be part of a coalition 

government that would seek to end the cold war wiili Syria and conclude negotiations with 

the Palestinians, allowing their Authority to become a state. The hope was there too that 

Meretz could encourage the Labour Party to introduce a widespread reform of the religious­

secular status quo. This hope was quashed on election night when it was announced that the 

Sephardic ultra-Orthodox party, Shas had won 17 seats and Barak promised to be the prime 
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minister of "everybody", an aru1om1cement met by around 100,000 celebrating supporters 

chanting ''Rak /o Shas" ('Just not Shas'). 

Meretz proved the perfect choice for me, an ideologically committed party with left 

wing and liberal tendencies, that equated with my own; the target of religious and 

nationalistic hatred as opponents of Greater Israel and advocates of the separation of 

synagogue and state within the 'Zionist consensus'. As a Meretz activist I was able to 

participate in the Israeli kullurkampf in a unique and profound manner in a campaign in 

which religious-secular cleavages gained an astounding electoral affinity and the related 

internal conflict over the Occupation reached its nadir. 

Why Study the Israeli Kulturkanrpf! 

The term kulturkampf was coined in the stmggle between Bismarck and tl1e Catholic 

Church in the 1860s and 1870s over the privileges and prerogatives of the latter in the new 

Gennan state. The Israeli kulturkampf is far more deep-seated and intractable than this 

wrestle for power between competing authorities and is of far greater consequence for the 

future of Israeli societ y  due to its popular nature. We will look more closely at the 

applicability of the term to the Israeli secular-religious conflict and seek to provide a firmer 

and more wide-ranging definition (Chapter 3) but for now it suffices to acknowledge that 

this dissertation posits the existence of a culture war and seeks to provide details of who is 

involved, why, and in what way. This extrapolation of the architecture of the conflict is 

vital given the rather simplistic use made of the tenn in many commentaries, that choose to 

focus primarily on outbreaks of violent protest and attempts at changing the legislated 

status quo agreement by ultra-Orthodox and militant secular and liberal religious 

organisations and thus minimise the profom1d divisions and far greater reach of the 

kulturkampf All Jewish-Israelis are inextricably caught up in the secular-religious conflict­

to varying degrees - due to its character as a battle over Jewish identity politics, with wide­

reaching implica6ons for the .fi.1hrre of the state and society. 

Above all, the kulturkampf is a prolonged moment of identity cns1s, confusion, 

competition and reproduction by numerous groups all of which compete for power and seek 

to impose their vision of the ideal future and understanding of the Jewish self and 

community on the other side. It is the forge in which c ultural identity is contested and 
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transformed with greater rapidity than through any other process., laying naked competing 

identity politics and providing a unique opportunity to map cultural processes. 

Organisations and movements within this conflict are increasingly being compelled to 

strike antagonistic poses in relation to the perceived opposition- a stance forced on them 

from below by the fears of their constituency . Willingly, or otherwise, they are forced into 

becoming engines of cultural production taking a publi c stance on matters they would 

otherwise elide or seek to address in a more moderate manner. Jewish .identity politics 

stands at the heart of the new Israeli civil religion and, crucially, has gained electoral 

affinity, gutting the consociatioual system and leaving in its wake the naked appositional 

pursuit of power and influence while turning existent societal cleavages into gaping chasms 

between hostile pubhcs. 

The importance of studying kulturkampf cleavages and the fears, beliefs and interests 

that inform them lies not in an effort to proyide some palliative. A simple cure does not 

exist and calls for dialogue and reconciliation are, in my opinion, pointless given the 

ferocity of the conflict and the absolute conviction of many of the players. Attempts to 

foster Jewish unity or an exchange of ideas have failed repeatedly and organisations and 

campaigns set up to foster secular-religious reconciliation have founde.re<f. It is certainly 

beyond the purview of scholarship to provide solutions, although engagement in 

ameliorative discourses is possible with the understanding that intellectual confabs have 

minimal impact on conflicts that are by nature irrational and popular. An analysis of the 

struggle is useful in and of itself for comprehending what is going on in the Israeli 

kulturkampl and the impulses and understandings that move its actors and shape the 

confrontation . Such an inqu.iry should exam.ine t11e sense of .identity, religios.ity, associated 

ideological belief systems, and resultant actions and discourses . It should also seek to marry 

these elements to an understanding of the trajectory of the wider struggle. Anthropology 

and sociology should lead such an investigation in order to demythologise the kulturkampf 

and provide insights into its future. Ethnography is a particularly powerful tool for centring 

analys.is on the social actor. It is also useful for integrating the individual's thoughts and 

experiences into understandings of the kulturkampf as a whole in a way that statistical 

�One such campaign was instigated by Me.retz MK Dedi Zucker, who harshly criticised and then 
left the party over what he saw as its anti-religious politics Gerusalem Post 9 I 4/99). 
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analysis based on polling alone can never hope to achieve and which hypotheses built 

solely on contemporary media or academic writings can only guess at. A5 Marcus and 

Fisher ( 1986:82) put it, «Without ethnography, one can only imagine what is happening to 

real social actors caught up in complex macroprocesses. Etlmography is thus the sensitive 

register of change at the level of ex.rperience". 

The religious-secular A.7J!turkampf is important not m its particularity but in its 

pervasiveness as a fom1 of social conflict dating back to the origins of the Haskala in tJJe 

18th and 19th centuries. In Chapter Two we discuss the socio-economic change that led 

inexorably to identity conflict through the efflorescence of the Haskala. The Spinozan 

excommunication is related to contemporary Orthodox powers of sanction before a brief 

survey of the history of the Berlin Haskala, the Late Haskala. and two case studies of 

identity changes in mra.l Alsace and Russia. The second section of this historical chapter 

deals with the rise of Zionism and the emergence of, and changes in, Zionist-Israeli civil 

religion. These changes in Jewish society were merely a part of the great secularisation of 

Western Europe which, despite significant conservative and religious opposition, spread 

rapidly and transfmmed the societies it touched through the rise of the new capitalist class 

system. Exported g]oball y through European imperialism, the new economic system 

radically transfonned the societies it touched and laid the foundations for modern consumer 

culture and the marginalisation of institutionalised religion. 

The Islamic kultu.rkampf came to the world's attention in 1979 and since then has 

burgeoned as a cultural phenomenon to the point where religious militancy has begun to 

play a role in virtually every Moslem community, including Palestinian society. 

Comparative studies are difficult cross-cu.lturaJly as context plays a key role in the nature of 

such stmggles, but it is not impossible to posit some value in understanding all culture wars 

through a study of the Israeli secular-religious conflict. It seems possible to find 

commonalities, in particular, between the Israeli kulturkampfand that in Arab societies due 

to the fact that Israel is a Middle Eastern society with a cultural affinity to and large 

population from Arab countries. Again, it is possible to make comparisons between the 

Israeli secular-religious impasse and that in the United States. It is no accident that the 

Christian Coalition has significant contacts with national-religious extremists in Israel and 
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that both wield significant intluence within the conservative politics of their respective 

cmmtries. 

Surrender &Activism as Ethnographic Practice 

In planning my ethnographic relationship with Meretz, I made an early decjsion not to 

seek to separate myself in any way from those who were to be my research participants by 

privileging my own fieldwork needs over the role I intended to play as an activist. I had 

some idea of what to expect from my own experiences as a Labour Party activist in New 

Zealand and through participation in various New Zealand student protest activities, but the 

intensity of the experience was totally unexpected in tenus of the level of commitment I 

was forced to make immediately and the extent to which I had to put the ethnographic pitl1 

helmet to one side during the course of the 1999 el ectjon campaign. My fieJdnotes were 

snatched in place of precious hours of sleep and in a mental state progressively resembling 

total collapse as the long days and nights of constant demonstrations, flyer handouts at 

intersections; banner-hanging; banner-tearing and confrontations began to take their toll. 

The resultant paucity of fieldnotes was outweighed by the deluge of ex-periences and 

impressions and the, attendant, rapid learning process I tmderwent tmder the tutelage of 

fellow activists. Bonds of friendship and mutual reliance were quickly forged and many 

have survived till this day, a proof, in my opinion of sociologist Kurt Wolffs (1962:18) 

admonition to adopt an attitude of "unconditional surrender" in fieldwork. 

Employing the concept of "surrender," Kurt Wolff (1962; 1964; 1974) laid the 

groundwork for a radical reorientation of fieldwork relations, and a new anthropological 

epistemology. Tlus came about through a crisis he experienced during his own research 

during which he felt that "I invaded the people (or defended myself against them) as a 

social scientist" (Wolff 1964:234). He felt that this defensive posture had a deleterious 

impact not only on field relations but also on the veracity of the knowledge gained in social 

research, which he saw as mutated and constrained by pre-supposition (and thus pre­

ordination) and a will to knowledge, and made inherently problematic thereby_ His answer 

was to enter into the research relationship with what he describes as an attempt to suspend 

'received notions' about those he was studying allowing true knowledge to arise as 'catch' 
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through an attitude of 'cognitive love' and 'surrender to' (Wolff 1962:20-22; Wolff 1964: 

236-243). 

The state of surrender follows a willed openness (which he called "surrender to") to 

research participants and allows the primacy of experience, the over.vhehning flow of 

impressions and the "frenzy of observation" to act a;:; ultimate arbiters for the knowledge 

gained once fieldwork is over. To Wolff (Wo1ff 1963:243), 'surrender to' involves g iving up 

the will to control the course and framing of research through a shared involvement and 

identification with those being studied and the researcher making a personal commitment 

that opens him or her to the possibility of being hmt. ln the overwhelming flow of  

experience everything becomes pertinent and knowledge is  emergent rather than prejudged 

through the description, definition and generalisation of the "usuaJ procedures of science" 

(Wolff 1964:237, 248). Wolffwrote that, "In surrendering man does not know, and finds it  

wholl y irrelevant to ask, whether whatever it  may be he IS exploring is something to which 

received notions are adequate - only his catch, if anything, will tell him" (Wolff 1964: 239). 

understandings that arise following this undifferentiated and vulnerable period of 

suspension of the will to judgement and control are the 'catch'. For Wolff, this constitutes a 

k'llowledge-ba..-;e of far greater potetntial veracity than in methods where the researcher 

invades the group. It provides for the post-fieldwork construction of new understandings 

based on an intimate, personal experience with research participants. 

Wo!ff w rites in the idiom of love and it is difficult to say whether his philosophy of 

surrender constitutes a systematic methodology or a plea to re-orientate the fieldwork 

relationship around the recognition of the primacy of experience and our ability to relate to 

tl1e shared htm1anity that binds us to tlwse we work Superficially, this giving up of the 

dominion of scientific pre-destination appears both naive and impractical and it would be 

mendacious of me to claim that my own 'received notions' played no part in my developing 

understanding of what was going on around me and on my impressions of the nature of 

Tzerie Meretz and role and place in wider society. 

However, Wolffs admonition to enter the research relationship with an attitude of 

'cognitive love' and a wiH to 'surrender to' those f was working with proved revelatory. I 

quickly understood that l knew almost nothing about the experience of Jewish-Israeli 

identity, Meretz as a community, participant attitudes and opimons on a vast array of 
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topics, and even o n  the context of the kuiturkampl itself despite four years o f  focussed 

reading on these subjects. I felt consumed, de-centred, and overcome by the flood of 

experiences in my role as a sequestered activist and I realised early on that any etlort to 

stand aside in an attempt to gain some perspective would be both pointless and futile.  

l would like to be able to proffer some definition as to the separation of roles of 

fieldworker and committed activist but up until the May I 999 elections there was none; I 

was an ac6vist pure and simple, it was the commi tment that was expected of m e  by Meretz 

Tzerim and Noar and one I wholeheartedly gave myself over to because I soon began to 

share their belief that we were fighting for the future of Israel and that every action we 

undertook was a matter o f  life and death both for the vision of a civil,  democratic state and 

for those who would die should peace not be achieved. This shared perception goes a long 

way to explaining the incredible level of commitment displayed by Meretz activists, many 

of whom took months off work pr study to devote themselves as unpaid volunteers to street 

activism . One particularly poignant conversation still lingers in my memory. I was on a bus 

with Noar, returning from a days-long, incredibly tiring, interminable tour cum show of 

strength in the south involving around a huridred vehicles and hundreds of activists from 

Tzerie and Noar. I com mented to one girl that New Zealand teens would never put up with 

a trip like that without complaint and that she must have been bored. She replied with a 

firm but polite lecture on the importance of the trip and the election campaign to the future 

of the state. I was abashed and very impressed. 

Entering into the research relationship as a fully participating member of a group 

struggle is neither easy, nor unproblematic. It raises issues of objectivity and perspective, 

reflexivity and appropriate m ethodology - alongside more m1.mdane questions as to the 

political implications for one's career and academic institution - that are difficult to answer 

and I cannot hope to fully palliate here. I can only say that I believe it was an approach that 

worked in m y  case and one that gave me insi ghts into individuals, group and context that I 

could not have achieved through maintaining an insider-outsider role. The situation 

demanded absolute dedication and I would have remained an outsider and a nuisance if I 

hadn 't given i t, with dire jmpljca:tions for my comprehension of what was going on around 

me. Worse, it would have constituted an unethical exploitation at a time when I could play 

a minor, but not unimportant role i n  a cause I believed in deeply. A5 such., I reject 
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I was unable to write fieldnotes every day as the preparation of eJection ephemera, 

travel, the setting up of almost daily demonstrations, •intersections'5, co11ege elections and 

student days, and other street activities took up most waking hours with sJeep snatched in 

between. 

Figure 2: A typical intersection 
When I did get the chance to write, the fieldnotes could not express the frenetic nature of 

the campaign, the intense emotions I was feeling, or the relative import of different 

experiences the interpretation of which had to wait for the end of the campaign. The utility 

of fieldnotes to m y  research was limited in comparison with the experiences inscribed in 

memory and act now more as a prompt than an account. This corresponds with the 

experience of other researchers: "Might it be that our attribution of near-sanctity and 

confidence to our field notebooks contradicts strangely a tacit recognition that much of 

what we say about a society is owed to what is not written down" (Cohen 1992 : 339)? 

It proved impossible to interview m ost actjvists during campaigning as it would have 

been an enormous imposition and for most was impossible given that everyone was 

overworked and stressed - most seem ed to be surviving on caffeine and cigarettes. I took 

down personal details at the back of my fieldnote books and promised interviews following 

the elections. Close to sixty people agreed to interviews and signed consent forms 

(Appendix A). This proved an impossible number to interview post-election, a fact I greatly 

regret and - given that a copy of this dissertation wi11 be sent to Meretz - I would like to 

apologise to those who gave their consent and then were not interviewed. fu all 43 

interviews were conducted with 40 activists between 6/4/99 and 1 0/5/01 .  

5 An 'intersection' typically involves three or more activists hanging banners, handing out flyers 
and placing stickers on cars at important crossroads controlled by traffic lights. 
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individual and their constituent self as an indissoluble entity in relation to collective 

categories such as 'culture', 'society' and 'ethnicity' which have been the sole concerns of 

analysis and description (Cohen 1 994:6,132-1 33): 

We have concentrated on these collective structures and categories and by and 
large have taken the individual for granted We have thereby created fictions . . .  

we should now set out to qualify these, i f  not from the bottom upwards, then by 

recognising that the relationship of individual and society is more complex and 
infinitely more variable than can be encompassed by a single, urn-dimensional 

deductive model (Cohen 1 994:6) 

I take issue somewhat with Cohen's positing a private-public division in the function of 

the mutable self. This seems to make assumptions as to the universality of the inherently 

cultural rigid public-private division, an all-pervasiveness disproved in ethnographic 

literature. We also should look askance at his writing off anthropology as a discipline 

confusing "social form with substance" (Cohen 1994: 1 7) through generalisation, promoting 

the elision of the individual - indeed one of the great strengths of much recent ethnography 

has been a concern with the social individual, if not the constituent self. As to the plasticity 

of the self and the contextual nature of self-understandings, this seems to ring true and is 

perhaps the seat of the social diversity anthropology and other disciplines have begun to 

explore under the influence of post-modem scholarship. 

An acknowledgement needs to be made of the filet that social identity formation, its 

representation in symbol and discourse, and boundary maintenance practices all need to be 

measured ultimately by their impact and influence on the agent self which is their judge and 

interpreter. The study of the action of identity formation in the extrapolation of self­

understanding is highly problematic for the anthropologist. To what extent is identity 

consciously felt and experienced; is felt to be in harmony or dissonance with other 

identifications and the self; a motivating force in action and thought; or able to be 

expressed by the individual to an interested other? It seems here that anthropology simply 

does not have the methodological or theoretical arsenal to describe fully the agent self as a 

fuctor in identity. Personally, I am deeply sceptical of attempts to address this problem 
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dependant on the claims to allegiance made, and the public sanction thereof - can lead to 

the explosion of kulturkampf lbis is the case in contemporary IsraeL Otherwise, where 

sanctions do not exist, individuals and groups make of the stuff of official representation 

(usually state-sanctioned) what they will, filling out the framework of reification with their 

own semantic fields. This irreducible diversity should sound a note of caution in identity 

investigation. 

While acknowledging the apparent universality of the will to identify with and be 

identified by, and without attempting to explain it, we need to beware of making identity do 

too much. Here, I agree with Brubak.er and Cooper (2000) that a radical rethinking of 

discourse needs to take place in which we define and delimit ' identity', although, given its 

utility, it should not be discarded. They propose the use of such terms as ' identification', 

'self-understanding', 'self-identification', 'groupness', 'commonality' and 'connectedness' 

as alternatives to the use of 'identity' (Brubak.er & Cooper 2000: 17-20). Although these 

strike me as implicit within the concept of 'identity', and in some cases could lead to a 

certain awkwardness of interpretation without further definition (which the authors 

provide), I take this critique on board and attempt to use such terms here where they may 

elucidate which aspects of identity I am referring to. 

Epstein ( 1 978: 100) argues that, "each of us carries simultaneously a range of identities 

just as each of us occupies a number of statuses and plays a variety of roles". I do not agree 

entirely with his conception of status and roles as standing in direct relation to identity 

formation. Certainly, public roles and statuses can play a major part in understanding and 

locating the self but they do not stand in a one-to-one causal relationship with regard to the 

imagination of a coherent self-identity and do not explain the relations they establish the 

hierarchy for and signify. Indeed, a great deal can be explained by the dissonance between 

role and status and the experienced self or group - a discord that often leads to conflict. 

However, I support Epstein's premise of a range of identities as simultaneously 

experienced constituents of self-identity. Here it is possible to imagine a conscious or 

somatic hierarchy of import with regard to experienced identities dependent on factors such 

as context, time, environment and company but, again, it is not vital to the 

conceptualisation of myriad identity influences to assume their mutual independence. 
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Finally, I would like t o  address the relative importance o f  boundary maintenance t o  

identity. I n  a paper o n  popular culh1re and the construction of post-modem identities, 

Kellner ( 1992 : 142) postulates an increase in "Other-directedness . . .  for as the number of 

possi ble identities increases [\vith modemity] one must gain recognition to assume a stable, 

recognized identity".  This rationalisation does not seem all that convincing. Firstly, to what 

extent does m odemity create diversity rather than that m uJ tipli city bein g  a l atent aspect of 

i dentity fonnation tl1rough time? CertainJy, there has been a l oss of authority and of 

outward homogeneity with regard s  to the power to represent and impose even a semblance 

of hegemony but should we confu se this with a lack of d iversity and mutability? l think 

not! If this position is refuted then it fol low-s that - with regards to identity - the post­

m odem tum itself constitutes a belated effort to mi litate against the confusion of fonn and 

representational power with actual agency m i dentity (never absolute), but does not point to 

an inexplicable expansion of the faci l i ty of self-identification coterminous with modemity, 

even where it makes this claim . 

So how does this relate to the representation of boundary maintenance in academic 

discourse? In shifting the emphasi s of identity formation and m aintenance from the identity 

aggregate to the liminal we are trapping ourselves in a structurahst tautology. In 

reco gnising the diversity of i dentifications held by the agent self and the essential 

m utability of identity we make it impossib le to then posrulate the existence of the very 

entities anthropology has self-flagellated over for decades� absolute identity formations 

engaged in the l im inal production of 'culture' or ' identity'. We are drawing lines in the sand 

that are imm ediately washed away by the tide of i dentity diversity and change. This is not 

to say that the postnlabon of group identities with established representations of self and 

other i s  undesirable, or that the setting up of radical dichotomies of member and outsider 

are not consequential both in relations between groups and in the internal political 

representati on of identity; obviously they are. But they are not constitutive. The impact o f  

such representations also varies \vith time and context - as i n  the relationship between 

' Palestinian' and ' Israeli '  i dentity (see Chapter 4). 

' Identification with' is built on famili arity . The proffering of an Other (usually 

pre sented as antipathetic) can be a powerful tool for those with representational power and 

this can indeed act as a powerful motivating force, particularly at times of social conflict .  
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However, its effect o n  self-understanding is always blunted by the impossibi lity, i n  many 

cases,  of creating this dichotomy. This absolute disassociation proves impossible where 

cross-<;ultural experience begs the l ie' and where a lack of acquaintance with genuine 

alterity creates a consequent shallowness of representation. lf we are to investigate the 

cultural it must be through the discourses and representations of the identity group itself, 

, imagined as unbounded, contested, m utable and diverse. This creates a problem of identity 

representation for academics only partially resolved by paying closer atten6 on to the 

activist self, but we should celebrate this challenge as testament to the rich diversity o f  

human sociality. 

Sleepi n g  My Way to the Top 

It was during the course of campaigning prior to the 1 999 election that I fell in love 

with Sharon who was to become my wife. She was the head of the Tzerim at this stage and 

was one of the primary campai gn co-<>rdinators, so we were together day-in, day-out for 

weeks on end. It is impossible to say when friendship became something more. The impact 

on my fieldwork of this entanglement was far from clear at the time but was certainly of 

secondary coucem. It was however far from uuproblematic. Sharon was married and living 

with her previous husband at the time - the father of my stepson YuvaL He was well known 

amongst the Tzeri.m so Sharon 's  and my post-election cohabitation came as a shock to 

m any and was probably opposed by a few, though no one said anything to either of us. 

Nonetheless, our close friends within the Tzerim were extremely supportive. 

Given that Sharon was also a leader of one of two major factions within the Tzerim, 

and the head of the organisation, our relationship placed m e  firmly within the opposition 

camp for around half of the inner circle of the party 'Youth', many of whom I had 

developed friendly relations with and counted on as research participants and future 

interviewees. I m ade every effort not to be pigeonholed as a partisan figure. My friends and 

acquaintances from the newly ascendant opposition faction maintained a helpful and open 

attitude with regards to the interview process, but there is no doubt that there was some 

effect with regards to maintaining a balance between the information gleaned from either 

faction, and this should be acknowledged here. Without intending to do so, I interviewed 

m ore m em bers of Sharon's  faction than their opposition and the majority of d ose friends in  
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the years that fol lowed also came from this group, with the obvious impact o n  impressions 

gained in fieldwork and intra/post-fieldwork this entail ed. With regards to the i ssues 

discussed here I did not discern any significant differences in approach or opinion between 

the factions .  

Through m y  relationship with Sharon r became a member o f  an Israel i  fami ly and 

came mto contact with the minutiae of daily l ife in a sabra, mixed Ashkenazi-Sephardi 

family. As stepfather to an Israeli child I gained insight into the n ature of childhood 

social isati on into Israel i-Jewish identity and general ly was exposed to a plethora of 

experiences and understandings I would otherwise have been totally obhvious to had f l eft, 

as intended, after six months of research. Without this my pool of knowledge would b ave 

been shallower and this dissertation far m ore reliant on book study for context rather than 

experienced reality, with detrimental consequences. 

An Overview of the Dissertation 

Following Chapter 2 on the Jewish Enlightenment and classical Zionism, in Chapter 3 I 

argue for an expanded definition of the Israel i  kulturkampf which brings into play the 

' traditionalist' and national-reli gi ous publ ics which have previously been excluded from 

m uc h  analysis of the conflict through i ts false reduction to turf b attles  between the ultra­

Orthodox and Ashkenazi left Using examples from my fieldwork, interview transcripts, the 

media and academic publications l argue that the Israeli kulturkampf is deepening and 

growi n g  m ore problematic and describe a growing ti de of secular opposition to the 

religious-secular status quo. 

Chapter 4 introduces the rol e  of the national-reli gi ous in the Israeli kulturkampj; 

through an analysi s  of the m ess1anic Kookist i deo-theology. I go on to discuss the role of 

Gush Emunim in transforming the military occupation of the West Bank and Gaza into a 

life and death struggle over the nature of the future Israeli state. The quasi-fascist Kahanist 

movement i s  also discussed and its impact on both the Israeli-Arab and the Jewish 

kulturkampf is examined. The popularisation of ethnic cleansing by the ultra-nationalist 

right is noted before the peace m ovement i s  introduced both as an i deological movement 

and i dentity community. The impact of the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin on Meretz 

activists i s  then analysed before a discussion on the role of the proffered radical Palestin i an-
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Israeli dichotomy in structuring the conflict between the two, following the Israeli 

recognition of the existence of the Palestinian identity community. Tzerie attitudes to the 

Palestinian's right of return, the Occupation and peace process, the settlers, and the future 

Palestinian state are then introduced and reviewed before the chapter ends with a 

recounting of my experiences while campaigning at a college on the Ariel settlement. 

In Chapter 5 an effort is made to define secular Jewish i dentity before a discussion on 

the etlmicisation of Jewish-Israel i  national identity. Interviewees are asked to define secular 

Jewish identity and to differentiate this from Israeli identity before the long-term 

controversy over ' who is a Jew' is explored. The contentious history o f  this question is 

charted and the competing parties introduced, as is the impact on Israel i  secular Jews of 

Orthodox sanctioned representations. 

Chapter 6 looks at the socialisation of research participants into Jewi sh identity. The 

influential Guttrnan Report (Levy, Levinsohn & Katz 1 993) is addressed before the 

importance of family in identity socialisation is revealed and the role of holidays and their 

associated rituals analysed. Interviewee responses to the question� "Is i t  possible to be both 

Jewish and secular" are discussed and then interviewees gj ve their definitions of Israeli and 

Jewish i dentity. 

Chapter 7 asks whether Israel has entered a postzionist phase, relating the perceived 

rise of individualism and breakdown of collective homogeneity in recent years. 

hlterviewees provide their definitions of what it is to be a Zionist and the controversies 

surrounding postzionism are discussed. Activists then describe the influence of the anny on 

i dentity and society before the chapter ends with a study of the Holocaust's impact on 

Jewish-Israeli i dentity. 

Chapter 8 focuses specifically on Meretz as an identity community and political 

organisation. The genealogy of the party is presented before an analysis of the ideological 

propensities of young Meretz activists. The impact of self-criticism and corruption 

allegations is then discussed as is Meretz' role in Jewish-Israeli identity politics. 

Chapter 9 gives an account of the bitter kulturkampf conflict between Shas and Meretz. 

The use of invective in confli ct structuration and the battles between the two parties in  the 

1 999-2000 coalition over education are recounted before interviewees relate to the oft­

repeated accusation that Meretz is anti-religious. 
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Chapter 2: The History of the Jewish Kulturkampf 

In this chapter we track the development of the Jewish /..-ulturkampf from its European 

origins to its role in the shaping of Israeli civil religiou. Our discussion is di\<ided into two 

sections with the first dealing with the birth of secular Jewish identity through tlte 

destruction of the traditional Jewish community and its quasi-independent status in most 

places. This occurred due to the opening of Jewish society to the new modes of social and 

economic life and attendant freedoms that developed at the time of the Industrial 

Revolution. The Haskala emerged from this milieu in the late eighteenth century as a 

movement designed to provide an intellectual framework for the maintenance of Jewish 

solidarity and identity, both as a bulwark against assimilation, and to embrace and 

assimilate the changes taking place in society. The Haskala laid the foundations for secular 

Jewish identifications and its essential concerns remain those of secular Israelis today. It 

provided the framework, though not the stimulus, for our second focus, the Zionist 

movement which, dismayed at the persistence of anti-Semitism sought to answer the 

'Jewish problem' through programmes for Jewish cultural and political independence. We 

will examine the ideas and identify the important figures in each movement while sketching 

a brief history of the important changes in Jewish identity politics that provide the basis for 

an informed understanding of the contemporary kulturkampf 

Part l :  Has kala 

Social and Economic Change and tbe Secular Jew 

It is important to remember, when talking about iden6ty politics, that c-hanges never 

occur in a vacmun, despite, in this case, the traditional introversion of Jewish society. The 

impact of Enlightenment thought on Jewish identity was slow in coming but the tidal wave 

of change that had gripped European society through the Agrarian and Industrial 

Revolutions had already started to foment nascent c1ass differentiation in Jewish 

communities by the 1 7th century. It was the development of modem capitalism during the 

1 7th and 1 8th centuries and the attendant embourgeoisement of a growing number of Jews 

that led to the need for a rethinking both of the traditionally antipathetic relations with 

Gentile society and of what it meant to be Jewish. It comes as no surprise tbat the leaders of 
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the slow but steady transition of the vast majority of J ews to a l argely secular identity were 

middle class, as are the leading proponents of secularism in Israel t oday. 

With the development of business and class interests came a desire to fit in, to take on 

the nonns, behaviours, lifestyle and values of a middle class that was quickly moving away 

from i nstitutionalised relit,rion and overt religiosity. It is easy to point to certain key tumi ng 

points in this  process, such as the French Revolution and the slow and uneven emancipation 

of Jews from political, occupational and economic strictures, as heralds of revolutionary 

change. These are important but serve more as indicators of wider social and economi c  

i nt1uences that had already transfonned the societies they were t o  free. I t  was often the 

disparity between actual political and civil rights and the grovring role of Jews in the 

economic and social l ife of the state that l ed to increasin gly strident call s  for emancipation. 

It is also vital to  mention the increasing usurpation of the ri ghts of traditional Jewi sh 

communities by the developing institutions of the state, and the geographic dispersal caused 

by urbanisation. For example, the number of German Jews living in urban areas quadrupled 

between 1 8 1 6  and 1 87 1  (frankel & Zipperstein 1 992 : 1 79). Previously autonomous Jewish 

communities gradually l ost their social base and judicial and civic functions, along with 

m uch of their power to control and sanction individual Jews (Frankel & Zipperstein 

1 992 : 1 84-1 85). This power of sanction is retained in Israel over limited - though far from 

minor - aspects of the individual' s  l ife by state edict and the political power of the religious 

bloc in the Knesset, not by hegemonic authority as in pre-Enlightemnent Europe. 

Ideological and identity reorientarion therefore proceeded alongside the wider changes 

of which they were the fruit Progress differed from p l ace to place, often depending on the 

proclivities of tl1e waning monarchic potentates - particularly in Russia where political 

emancipation was not achieved until 1 9 1 8 .  Likewise the impact of the Haskafa varied 

wide ly from place to place (Frankel & Zipperstein 1992:325). Lederhendler (Frankel & 

Zipperstein 1 992 :337) argues that most Western and Central European Jews of the 

nineteenth century remained somewhere between the poUs of total assimilation and 

introverted particularism . This is perhaps an obvious point but one that reminds us to 

remain wary of placing too great an emphasis on the small minority waging the kulturkampf 

on either side of the debate . Nonetheless, major, irrevocable change was taking place. 
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The Jewish Enlh:;hteoment 

The Ha.�kala was an intellechml movement that emerged from the changes recorded 

above. The maskilim (followers of the Haskala) encouraged Jews to study secular subj ects, 

European l anguages and to enter fields such as agriculture, crafts the arts and sciences, 

previously the domain of Gentiles (Schoenburg 2003). The Haskala sought to provide a 

new basis for Jewish identification through the study of Jewish history and ancient Hebrew. 

As with the m odem kulturkampf the battle over education was a key to the stmgg]e wit11 

maskilim and traditional religious teachers increasingly fighting community to community 

for the right to educate Jewish children through the 1 8th and 1 9th centuries, with the former 

often emergin g  successful due to state sponsorship. The Haskala also created the first 

secular Hebrew and Yiddish literatures (Schoenburg 2003 ). 

As the 1 8th century progressed many middle class European Jews felt increasingly 

embarrassed and angered by what seemed to them a degenerate Judaism , mired in 

introspection, with antiquated rituals and a theocentric education system that taught little of 

use to financial success or societal integration. Many began to feel that, through pragmatic 

change and moral regeneration, Jews must change to become ·worthy' of emancipation as 

fuJl citizens of the state. It is unsurprising then that ma.skilim were to place at the heart of 

their reform efforts and new identity the provision of secular, emancipatory education to 

Jewish communities, ritual reform, acquisition of the vernacular, and occupational and 

residential freedoms. These calls came at different times in different p laces and the gradual 

ebb of anti-Semitic strictures was uneven and painfully slow in many places. 

David Sork:ln (Frankel & Zipperstein 1992 : 1 86) describes the Haskala as the product 

of tJ1e col li si on between an ongoing internal cri6que of Jewish society and the thought of 

the Enlightenment, creating a radicalisation of ideas that had been fomenting for over a 

century. Through this synthesis a new, complex, yet viable form of Jewish identification 

and comm un ality was created based on the ideology of emancipation (Frankel & 

Zipperstein 1992 : 1 77).  In many countries, control of the new and flourishing Hebrew press 

of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by the maskilim proyjded them with a position 

of power and influence which allowed the swift dissemination of their i deas to the 

developing Jewish middle classes. These presses were shared with their Orthodox confreres 

til l  the late Haskala by which time the divisions within the Jewish community had reached 



25 

breaking point (Sorkin 2000:55). The initial sallies of the ma.'tkilim provoked little 

opposition from German rabbis and the rabbinical courts. This is probably due in part to the 

tentative nature of these early forays, but Sorkin (2000:39) also reads into this a general 

state of decay and exhaustion in the leadership and institutions of traditional Judaism. The 

early maskilim were a mixed bunch; doctors, moderate rabbis and autodidacts. all 

influenced by the efflorescence of secuJar learning and largely working in isolation (Sorlcin 

2000:42-43). As the Haskala developed so too did collegial fraternity and ideological 

coalescence as we eau see in the circle of Sepbardic ' free-thinkers' who influenced Spinoza 

( 1 982 :3 ), and later in Mendelssolm' s 'salon' confratemity of Christian intellectuals and 

maskilim (Breuer & Graetz 1996:273, 280� Erspammer 1997:65). That the traditional 

authority of the talmid chakham ('Wise student' or the 'student of a wise teacher') was on 

the wane by the eighteenth century is exemplified by a contemporary Gennan story of the 

fight between a step-father and step-son, with the surname Gans ('goose') over an 

inheritance: 

The Rabbis and authorities came, they pondered the case at due length, but they 

accompJished nothing except to depart with fat fees. One of these rabbinical 

judges . . .  made off with enough to build himself a handsome stndy room; and he 

had painted on its wall three or four rabbis plucking the feathers from a goose 

(Frankel & Zipperstein l 992 : l 85). 

This story bears a dose resemblance to complaints made today by Israeli secuJars that 

the political leadership of the ultra-Orthodox are engaged in robbing the state. Here is a 

representative quote from a Haaretz feature (2518100) on militant secular responses to the 

Israeli kulturkampf "You see Itzik Soudri [Shas spokesman, brother of Ovadia Yosef's 

daughter-in-law] and you know that the amount that be spends on silk pants could finance 

the budget of a whole development town. It's true that you can�t call all their voteTS 

parasites, because out of their seventeen seats in the Knesset, twelve certainJy came from 

soldiers' votes, but the party itself does not bring its voters out of their backwardness. That 

backwardness is a time bomb" . In this quote we see the Enlightenment (and later Marxist) 

image of traditional religiosity as a corrupting, parasitic, primitive phenomenon to be 
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purged from society. That this polemic has always played a part in secular lwlturkampf 

discourses is unsurprising, that the arguments have remained virtually identical through 

time is startling. 

It should be remembered that the initial aims of the Haskala were far from antagonistic 

towards established religion. Indeed, the early Ha�kala was essentially a response to what 

was perceived as a widespread loss of interest in the Jewish tradition. The Ha�-kala was by 

nahrre amelioratjve, conservative and defensjve. It sought to provide a new way of 

imagining Jewish identity in light of the failure of Judaism to provide new modes for 

Jewish communality, just as various Jewish-American organisations and congregations are 

ClDTently seeking to combat the perceived tide of intermarriage and 'assimilation.� This 

effort to communicate tradition in new, more acceptable forms is obvious in tbe efforts of 

maskilim to translate traditional religious texts into the local vernacular for the first time. 

Parry and Riposte: The Spinozan Excommunication 

Spinoza was excommunicated from Amsterdam's Jewish community m 1 656, 

becoming one of the earliest victims of the Jewish kulturkampf He had, by this time, 

already lapsed from the traditional practices of Judaism, influenced both through ills own 

studies and by a group of fellow 'free-thinkers, within the local Sephardi community. As 

Feldman (Spinoza 1 982 :3) notes, it was this fulling away from orthopraxy that both drew 

the attention of the religious authorities and led directly to his excommunication. The 

impact on his work of this event is debatable but dte anti-clerical aud revolutio1131Y nature 

of his ideas on religion, God and the pursuit of human happiness through the exercise of 

reason are tmequivocal : 

. . .  he who seeks the true cause of miracles and is eager to understand the w01ks 

of Nature as a scholar, and not just to gape at them like a fool, is universally 

considered an impious heretic and denounced by those to whom the common 

people bow down as interpreters ofNature and d1.e Gods. For tbese people know 

that d1e dispelling of ignorance would entail dle disappearance of that 

astonishment, which is the one and only support for their argument and for tbe 

safeguarding of their authority . . . .  A11 that conduces to we11 being and the 
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This appalling situation was left unresolved. If Eli or his sister decides to marry they 

will have to do so outside Israel or face the prospect of studying for an Orthodox 

conversion. That these sorts of problems are cmmnonplace in Israel reflects the failure of 

the current system to meet the needs of the country' s  citizens and the importance of tire 

continued Orthodox monopoly over personal status issues. Spinoza's attack on superstition 

and its use in engendering and enforcing social control still strike the reader as inherently 

modem and are a constant theme in the interviews I conducted with Y mmg Meretz 

activists. 

Spinoza' s  radical stand on religion and religious authority proved too great a leap fur 

many maskilim. Indeed, the pre-eminent figure in the Berlin Haska/a, Moses Mendelsso� 

while acknowledging Spinoza's contribution to Enlightenment philosophy, found it 

impossible to concur with his negation of divine will and his "atheism'' (Breuer & Graetz 

1 996:291 -293). It was only with the growing politicisation and Jewish communal 

fragmentation of the Late Haskala that Spinoza's ideas gained currency with a new 

generation of Jewish thinkers. That this took close to a century is testament both to the 

revolutionary nature of his critique and the slow ebb of power and authority away from an 

increasingly embattled Orthodoxy. 

Berlin: Revival to Reformation 

Berlin quickly became the leading centre of the J ewish Enlightenment and it was under 

the leadership of Moses Mendelssohn that the Haskala and future possibilities for secular 

Jewish identity began to take shape. The Late Haska/a in Prussia changed the focus of the 

Jewish Enlightenment to acculturation and emancipation. It emerged under the community 

leadership of the new Jewish mercantile elite. and laid the foundations for later lw./turkampf 

anti-clericalism. 

Moses Mendelssohn 

Moses Mendelssohn was the central figure in defming the role and bounds of the early 

Hasknla and the nascent sense of secular Jewish identity. His house became the gathering 

place for a new confraternity of maskilim and Gentile intellectuals, attracted by his stature 

as a highly regarded Enlightenment philosopher. with the two groups cobabitiug for the 
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first time "as if there were no social barriers between them" (Erspammer 1997:65). It was 

in this liberating atmosphere that the Haskola began to take shape and projects were 

formulated for the revitalisation of the Jewish community such as educational reform and 

the resurrection of Hebrew as a non-liturgical language - concerns that were to become core 

ideals of the Zionist movement. 

MendeJssohn's early works, such as translations into Gennan of the Pentateuch and 

sections of the Bib]jcaJ commentaries, reflect his concern with the growing isolation of 

Jews from their tradition aud its 'bookshelf (Breuer 1996:2� Eucarta Onliue Encyclopaedia 

200 l ). Mendelssolm sougbt to mate Jewish tradition and filith with the scientific and 

philosophical trends of the EnJigbtemnent in a manner that reaffirmed the compatibility of 

the former with the spirit of the age (Sorkin 2000:52). InterestingJy, his belief that Hebrew 

language and Bible study were essential to Jewish educational reform is mirrored in the 

Israeli education system where the study of Torah in Hebrew is a vital element of the 

curricula and in the inculcation of a specific form of secular Jewish-Israeli identity. 

What was both radical and revolutionary in this seemingly conservative intellectual 

trend was that for the first time logic and reason were to serve as arbiters and guides in the 

study of tradition and the pursuit of truth therein. Here the maskilim picked up on a 

preceding well-established Enlightenment critique of established Christian rel igion and 

sought to drag Judaism into its sphere of influence. That Mendelssohn foresaw traditionalist 

opposition to this suddeu change is obvious in his defence of logic as a pious pursuit 

necessary to fLx the maledictions he saw as contributing to the loss of traditional authority 

(Sorkin 2000:54). Erspammer ( 1997:71 )  relates that Mendelssohn sought to enJighten his 

fellow Jews by showing them that their religion contained within it aspects that made it a 

"temple of reason" compatible with the modem age. In order to reassert this essential 

enlightened nature Judaism bad to be divested of the accretion of superfluous doctrines and 

the crippling weight of overmystification which had led to such deviations as the Kahbala6 

(Erpammer 1997:74). Again, it is striking how relevant this critique remains. Israel has seen 

the exponential revival of mystical and even messianic (ex. Chabad, Breslav, Kookist 

messianism) and the spread of associated movements beyond the traditional bounds of 

6 A Jewish mystica] tradmon 
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Hasidic Judaism.This return to mystical Judaism is again being met by secu1ar (and some 

liberal-religious and Orthodox) opposition. 

In Jeru.. .. alem ( 1 783) Mendelssohn sets out the proper relationship of Judaism to both 

the Jewish individual and the state. Tite new Judaism was to be based 011 a complete 

separation of synagogue and state with the fonner wielding no coercive powers (Breuer & 

Graetz 1 996:287). Rabbinical courts were to be done away with and Judaism would not 

have the power to excommtmicate members so as to conform to 1miversaJ mora] vahres 

protecting human rights (Breuer & Graetz 1996:287). Titus Meudelssobn - probably 

without intending to do so - set the foundation stone for a voluntarism that was to become 

the norm as the development of the nation-state, and the wider social-economic trends that 

were its cause, swept aside the decayed traditional system of communal authority. 

However, Mendelssohn was not Spinoza and be and his early followers were at pains not to 

push their relationship with the established Jewish communal authorities beyond breaking 

point. Hence, when the ire of the Berlin rabbinical authorities was raised by the publication 

of a new maski Lie journal Kohelet Mumr without regard to the usual rabbinicaJ censorship 

of Hebrew texts, it was quickly and discreetly withdrawn (Breuer & Graetz 1 996:276). 

Kohelet Musar was to prove the first of many Hebrew maskilic joumals that sought to use 

Hebrew in a manner beyond the purview of traditional scholarship. The intent was to use 

Hebrew in all literary forms in order to make of it a living and binding language. though 

these efforts to popularise the language met witb limited success. Meudelssobn himself 

used Hebrew to write secular literature and poetry and to acquaint Jews with the intellectual 

world of wider society, as in his translation of GeiDlan articles and writings for the later 

HaMe 'assejjoumal (Lip man no date). 

Several Jewish communities called on Mendelssolm to afford them protection against 

attempts at expulsion by tbe Gentile secular authorities (Lipman no date). In 1772 

Mendelssohn had a Meclenberg ban on the traditional Jewish custom of early burial 

overturned. This practice was widely attacked at the time for being dangerous due to the 

possibility of live burials. In a private correspondence with Rabbi Jacob Emden be argued 

passionately that the community should voluntarily abrogate this custom as an accretion 

rather than as an element of true Judaism. In response Emden warned that Mendelssohn' s 

orthodoxy might be brought into question by such a stand and that he was deliberately 
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misconstruing the meaning of the relevant religious texts (Sorkin 2000: 102-103). The fact 

that this exchange remained private until 17  85, when the correspondence between the two 

was brought to the smface by ma..<tkilim seeking to re-ignite the controversy over early 

burial, shows the temerity with whicb Mendelssolm and bis early followers handled 

confrontations with the established communal authorities (Sorlcin 2000: 103). They sougbt 

to keep internal debates hidden from Gentile society and handJed internally with recourse to 

traditional channels. That the efficacy of this conservative structure was gone and its 

authority ebbing away is testified to by the fact that it was to Mendelssobu and other 

maskilim that Jews were increasingly turning for aid and protection. 

The Late Haskala: The Development of Secular Anti-Clericalism 

The early focus of the Berlin Haskala on Jewish cultural renewal and re-acquaintance 

was never going to prove capable of providing the base upon which to rebuild a unified 

Jewish community as this project did not gain rabbinicaJ support and never managed to 

create the institutional structure necessary for self-perpetuation. By the late 1780s the focus 

of Prussian Jewish elite aspirations had twned to the desire for politicaJ emancipation and 

equal civil rights. The Seven Years War ( 1 756-63) had brought fabulous wealth to a 

number of Berlin Court Jews and it was they, alongside a growing, successful mercantile 

class that began to patronise the ma..<tkilim in an effort to provide the intellectual foundation 

for their call for emancipation and civil equality as Prussiaus. It is uusurprising then that 

mercantilist concepts such as the importance of utility to the state began to gain currency in 

maskilic publications (Sorkin 2000: 103). 

1l1is shift in focus can be seen in the work of Mendelssohn himself who, in his 

intercession on behalf of the Dresden community in 1777, and later in Alsace� argued for 

the Jewish possession of equal natural rights. He then sharpened his repudiation of the 

traditional Jewish community's coercive power by defining Judaism as "divine legislation, 

rather than as a "revealed religion" allowing for the possibility of a higher form of 

authority, the state, in the Jives of Jews. Hence, Judaism could not stand in the way of 

Jewish emancipation, as many of its Gentile opponents were arguing (Sorkin 2000:1 04-

1 06). 
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Maskilic attacks on the traditiona1 rabbinica1 authorities became more direct and of 

greater portent to the possibility of future Jewish internal reconstitution. The attacks on 

traditionalalism were intensified in order to radically disassociate the wider Jewish 

community from the traditional anti-Semitic image of Jews as dissolute and backward. This 

tainted representation of traditional society still finds an echo in secularist Israeli views on 

the ultra-Orthodox. 

In an influential 1 782 pamphlet maski/ Naphtali Wessely described the traditional 

pious scholar, to/mid chakh0111 as a person who is ignorant of '"human knowledge, errs in 

nuumers and is a burden to tnankiud" and fuhniuated that ••a pious student without 

knowledge is worse than a carcass" (Sorkin 2000: 1  1 7). He added that traditional education 

left Jewish pupils ignorant both of Hebrew and German and perpetuated the use of Yiddi� 

which itself was a symbol of the oppression of the Jewish people separating them from 

wider Christian society. Wessely urged Austrian Jews to take up the occupational and 

educational freedorns afforded by the toleration edict of Joseph ll (Erspammer 1997: 80-

8 1 ). Here we see two themes that were to resonate in Zionist thought; the corrupting 

influence of Yiddish as a language of the oppressed, and the pressing need for a radical 

occupationa1 and educationa1 reformation. Wessely's publication was treated as a fronta1 

assault on their authority and lifestyle by a wide coalition of rabbis from Poland, Bohemia 

and Austria. Rabbi Hirschel Lewin had Wessely banned from Berlin (Erspammer 1 997: 

82). Wessely was forced to back down and changed his description of tbe to/mid clwkham, 

although his initial formulation was sti11 used by others in foJ1owing years. Angered, seven 

leaders of the Berlin mercantile elite wrote aggressive letters to two of Wessely's critics, 

the rabbis of Lissa and Posen, excoriating them for their attack on the maskil and 

threatening state intervention (Sorkin 2000: 109- l l O, l l5). The importance of this should 

not be overlooked as it constitutes an important juncture in the development of the Jewish 

kulturkampf Here the leadership of secularising Prussian Jewry was assumed by the non­

intellectual, non-religious elite to protect its class interests - economic self-aggrandisement 

and the desire for politica1 and civil equality. This coalition between the secular economic 

and intellectual elite groups has remained intact - though the boundary between the two is 

often blurred - to this day, albeit in different modes, and has its fullest expression in the 

militantly secularist, liberal-capitalist Sbiuui party. 
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The initial alliance between the maskilim and mercantile elite was not to last as the 

l atter began to ditch the Haskala vision of cultural renewal for a new emphasis on secular 

knowledge and Bi!dung (acculturation) as the bases of a reform agenda designed to sway 

royal opinion. David Friedlander, who took over the leadership of the secular community 

following the death of Mendelssohn, began in May 1787 to submit petitions to King 

Wi11iam II calling for the institution of dramatic and fundamental reform for the Jewish 

community (Sorkin 2000: 1 20). To Friedlander, Judaism was characterised by irrational 

mysticism . He believed that Jews, through self-criticism and moral improvement, should 

make religious compromises that would lead to the creation of a Jewish-Christian sect for 

which they would be rewarded with civil equality (Erspammer 1 997:9 1 ). 

Emancipation was now the primary goal, reflecting a wider turning away from Judaism 

of large numbers of Jews, m any of whom sought bapti sm as the route to social acceptance. 

The baptism rate increased 74% between 1 770-1 800, with 5% of the Jewish adult 

population changing faiths and the community as a whole atrophying by 5% (Erspammer 

1 997:93). Obviously this reflects a dramatic failure of the Haskala to provide m eaning 

within a Jewish framework for their co-rehgionists although it should not be automatically 

assumed that converts lost their Jewish identity. Indeed continuing anti-Semitism and the 

widespread privatisation of religious belief in both Gentile and Jewish society made such a 

public display of re-affiliation ephemeral rather than actuaL 

Sorkin posits the new premise of Jewish communality m the shared desire for 

emancipation and acculturation, which interacted with elements from traditional Jewish 

c ulture to create a hybrid, "Transforming the culture it appropriated, fashioning a minority 

group variation on the middle class culture of tiberalism" (Franke1 & Zipperstein 

1 992:  193) .  Marion Kaplan describes the privatisation of Jewish identity: "Jews flaunted 

their Germanness as they privatised their Jewishness. But they were nnwiHing to surrender 

entirely their identity as Jews . . .  A collective consciousness and self-consciousness 

prevented them from fusing with the dominant society" (Frankel & Zipperstein 1 992:20 1 ) .  

She relates how Jews acculturated b y  taking on th e  behavioural standards o f  German 

bourgeois culture and its attitudes to work and success, m oving out of traditionally Jewish 

neighbourhoods. At the same time intramarriage, socialisation and holiday observance 

m aintained Jewish distinctiveness (Frankel & Zipperstein 1 992:201). lt is in the private 
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realm where key aspects of socialisation, and hence of identity procurement� take place and 

where the key to understanding Jewish secularity l ies. 

Russia : Fracture, Reform and Exodus 

Knowledge of the changes takin g  place in I 9th and early 20th century Russian Jewry is 

vital to understanding the background and reasons for Zionism. Tsarist Russia maintained 

far-reaching restrictions on its Jewish inhabitants right up until the end of the regime 

effectively retarding the development of an accultured Jewish elite. Pogroms, the social 

acceptabi l ity of anti-Semitism, the inabihty of the Tsarist economy to provide for the 

development of an aft1uent middle class and the absence of an emancipationist ethic all 

contributed to the underdevelopment of the Jewish community when compared to the 

changes taking place in Westem Europe. The weakness of the central state led to the 

localisation of the kulturk.ampf when it did make it presence felt in the second half of the 

nineteenth century and the differential impact of maskilic reform efforts. 

Nonetheless, change was takin g  place in the far-flung Jewish communities of the 

Russian Empire with the fragmentation of the binding, traditional power structure and the 

gradual and sporadic entrance of a newly Russified notable class, reforming rabbis and the 

tiny group of maskilim, into positions of i nfl uence and authority (Frankel and Zipperstein 

1 992 :326). The extreme reaction of the established rabbinical leadership to the i deas and 

perceived influence of the new pretenders m ade the maski/im seem a l ess marginal group 

than their actual numbers and power testified to. Perhaps this i s  due in part to the 

missionary zeal maskilic writings exhibit: "In all its habitations there are maskilim, people 

of discernment and learning, who are working for the good of our people . . .  He [God] 

dwells i n  the h earts of our maskilim so that [they m ay] succour the remnant [of Israel] ,  

either through being their shield and defenders, o r  by suggesting ways t o  correct their inner 

l ives so that they m ay walk the straight path and earn respect in the eyes of God and King" 

(maskil A vraham Ber GottJeiber, 1 859 cited in Frankel & Zipperstein 1 992:328). ln 1 872 

another maskil, Lev Levanda wrote that a, ''great and sacred mission has been given us: to 

transform, re-educate, our co-religiouists, to set them on the high road, to walk hand in 

hand with all humanity. We m ust be the rabbis, the teachers, writers and intel Jectuals" 

(Frankel & Zipperstein 1 992:329). In these passages we see a central theme of the Haskala; 



e nsure 

1 

a 

resonate 

to 

lS 

lru.rturlu7mntl were 

SUll[lffiiODe�O to 

l to 



36 

Jewish politics and gave the maskilim influence far beyond their numbers. The Orthodox 

polemicist� Y aakov Halevi Lifschitz recognised the importance of press control in writing 

that, "the maskilim increased in strength and influence, through the power of their writings 

in our country" reporting that, "the people have begun to say: 'Now we have brothers in the 

palace' . . .  so that only they are deemed fit for public activity, and it is to them that the 

people look for salvation" (Frankel & Zipperstein 1 992:330, 33 1 ). 

In 1 868-1 869 the issues of religious reform, social welfare, the rabbinate and 

communal leadership were all debated vigorously following the failure of the traditional 

elite to cope with a devastating famine in Lithuania (Frankel & Zippersteiu 1 992:332, 334). 

Maskilim accused their opponents of sustaining a primitive education system and of 

encouraging early m arriage, which led to the maintenance of a non-productive occupational 

stmcture lmable to cope with population growth which proved a contnbuting factor in the 

deaths of their co-religionists ( Frankel & Zipperstein 1 992:334). This argument is rehashed 

in contemporary Israel . A common refrain among Meretz people i s  that Shas and other 

ultra-Orthodox bodies maintain school system that, through a concentration on religious 

education, leave students ignorant and tmable to cope with the needs of the modem world, 

feeding a cycle of despair and dependence. 

The 1 860s saw the emergence in Russia of the Society for Promoting Jewish 

Enlightenment (OPE), under the patronage of Baron Joseph Guenzberg. The OPE provided 

m uch needed financial backing for the setting up of modem Jewish libraries and schools, 

and for university scholarships, teacher training stipends and selected publications (Frankel 

& Zipperstein 1 992:327, 329). The burgeoning of maskilic influence was such that by the 

1 870s maskilim were increasingly acting as local spokesmen and many traditional rabbis 

were seeking a dialogue with the OPE (Frankel & Zipperstein 1 992:330. 333). The 

maskilim were also beginning to ameliorate the frosty relations between the two. In 1 878, 

m any Jewish communities chose maskilim as their representatives on a state rabbinical 

commission. This body never sat but the growing power of the maskilim is evident in their 

nomination (Frankel & Zipperstein 1 992:336-337). 

The increasing power of the maskilim and sporadic secularisation of Russian Jewish 

communities was not accompanied by the progressive implementation of systematic state 

refonn programmes. Alexander ll bad freed Russian Jews from the harshest strictures 



37 

placed on their lives by imperial legislation, allowing a small group of state-educated Jews 

to enter professional occupations and pemtitting Jewish habitation beyond the traditional 

boundaries of the Pale7 . Alexander's assassination ended this brief period of leniency. The 

increasing social unrest that accompanied his murder was cynically manipulated by the 

Tsarist authorities to tum the wrath of the Russian populace on tbe Jews by encouraging a 

new wave of pogroms in 1 882. The May 1 882 'Temporary Laws' cemented the return to 

state-sanctioned repression, banning Jews from buymg or renting property outside the PaJe, 

ending their access to civil service positions, banning commerce on Sundays and reducing 

the geographical area of the Pale by IO% (Kniesmayer & Brecher 1995). 

In 1 888 Alexander II survived a train crash and was warned by his spiritual advisors 

that the crash was a sign of divine enmity at the refonns of bjs predecessor. Mollified by 

this divine revelation the Tsar had legislation passed limiting the number of Jewish students 

in any given state school to I 0%, leading to the ridiculous situation where many schools in 

the Pale were left half empty (Kniesmayer & Brecher 1995). The failing T sarist regime 

continued to agitate against the Jews, launching a violent anti-Semitic campaign in 1 903 . 

The press blamed the 1 905 defeat in the Russo-Japanese War on a Jewish conspiracy and a 

new wave of pogroms was launched with the ' Black Hundreds' declaring a policy of total 

extermination. Tl1e same year saw the promulgation of a new constitution, which was 

forced on Nicholas II by the Duma. This led to Tsarist. agents be ing sent out to stir up a new 

wave of pogroms in which over three hundred communities were attacked, around a 

thousand Jews killed, and thousands wounded (Kniesmayer & Brecher 1995). 

Jewish sociaJists and members of the liberal intelligentsia were shocked at the silence 

of their fellow moderates and comrades in the face of the repeated waves of atrocities being 

inflicted on the Jewish people. In response, the socialist Bund was formed in Vilna in 1 897, 

creating Jewish self-defence groups and tmions. The Bund favoured Jewish cultural and 

national autonomy, but not the dream of a new Jewish state that was to be the heart of the 

nascent Zionist programme. Like Zionism a child of the secular Jewish revolution, the 

Bund proved a popular alternative to the waning traditional communal structure and radical 

7 The Pale of permitted Jewish habitation encompassed 25 western provinces in the Ukraine, 
Lithuania, Belorussia, the Crimea, and part of Po1and 
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parochiali sm of Zionist thought with 33,000 members by 1905 and influence m 

communities as far away as America (Kniesmayer & Brecher 1995). 

From the 1 880s, Zionism and emigration also proved a more attractive alternative to 

Russian Jews than the obviously failed assimilationist ethos of the Haskala and the first 

wave of emigration to Palestine began. Escape was increasingly on the minds of Jews in 

Tsarist Russia and Poland with the main attraction being the wealthier destinations of the 

West, in particular the United States. Between 1 880 and 1 928 only 45,000 Russian Jews 

fled poverty and persecution to Palestine whereas another 45,000 sailed halfway around the 

world to Australia, 240,000 shifted across to Westem Europe, l ,749,000 entered tlte United 

States, 1 1 1 ,000 went to South America and 70,000 to Canada (Kniesmayer & Brecher 

1 995). These figures should be kept in mind in any discussion of the relative attraction of 

Zionism and Palestine to East European Jews. 

Part 2: The Zionist Movement 

Back to the Future: Imagining a Hebrew People 

This is the kernel of the problem, as we see it: the Jews comprise a distinctive 

element among the nations under which tl1ey dwe11, and as such can neither 

assimilate nor be readily digested by any nation. Hence the solution lies in 

finding a means of so readjusting this exclusive element to the family of nations, 

that the basis of the Jewish question will be permanently removed (Pinsker 

1 882). 

In this early tractate the Russian Zionist leader Leon Pinsker identifies both the 

perceived malaise and palliative that remains the core of the Zionist dialectic to this day. 

The Jewish people are everywhere aliens persecuted by the countries in which they are born 

and only the return of national independence can save a feeble, oppressed people from the 

m aw of endemic anti-Semitism . Pinsker dramatises what h e  views as the par1ous state of 

diasporic Jewry: 

But after the Jewish people had ceased to exist as an actual state, as a political 

entity, they could nevertheless not submit to total annihilation - they lived on 



no 

as to 

1s  no 

or 

Bilu: acronym fur a ,_,"''",."'"'" 

was of the Hovevei 

saw 

The Lovers of Zion' 

one 

as 

was retreat: 

It 

are m ore 



40 

a dead letter" (Herzl 1 946). To Herzl it was the intractable nature of anti-Semitism that 

made the emigration of Jews to a new homeland a practical necessity: 

Perhaps we could succeed in vanishing without a trace into the surrounding 

peoples if they would let us be for two generations. But they would not let us be. 

After brief periods of toleration their hostility erupts again and again . . .  We are 

one people - our enemies have made us so whether we wm it or not (Rejwan 

1 999:58). 

Herzl provided the Zionist movement with a political project; to gain influence with 

the European powers so that they would provide the Jews with a territory in which to form 

a state - he mooted Uganda, Argentina and Palestine at various times. The process of 

colonisation would then begin with funds and immigrants attracted by Zionist activism. 

Herzl 's goal was an enlightened, cosmopolitan Western society that would fuJfil the age­

old vision of being a l ight tmto t11e nations (Avishai 1 985:33, 38-40). 

Ahad Ha' am disagreed with what he saw as an overemphasis on precipitate nationalist 

activism in the absence of a more long-term national-cultural renaissance. He believed that 

nation building should follow cultural reconstiution, and that nationalism was a tool to be 

used alongside education and cultural reinvigoration in the fight against assimilation and 

Jewish fragmentation; "In the end . . .  there will arise the sort of revitalised generation that 

we are seeking . . .  such a generation will save Israel, it will carry it to Zion, i t  will act, it will 

succeed" (Frankel & Zipperstein 1 992:349). 

The Zionist project retained its early concern with the reconstitution of individual and 

collective nature and 'character' sharing with the authors of the Haskala the bourgeois 

belief in the essential malleability of personality and the ability to change both the person 

and society through concerted action and effort. This understanding remains a central 

premi se in tl1e lmderstanding of individuality in western society and contributes to the 

fixation of Meretz activists with control over education. 
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Universalism or Particularism? 

The Zionist movement was internally riven from an early stage by opposmg 

aspirations; to form a nation based on the Haskala vision of enlightened universalism that 

would be open to the outside world or to turn inward to a particuJaristic nationalism based 

on a perceived shared heritage and ethnicity. That the resultant national ethos favoured the 

latter over the former is unsurprising given the experience of such struggles over the 

collective consciousness in other countries and the roots of Zionism in nineteenth century 

Eastern European ethno-nationalism .  

Anthony Smith ( 1 99 1  :2 1 )  identifies three de:fming attributes of an ethnic community; 

the sharing of a common name and myth of ancestry, the possession of shared historical 

memories, elements of a common culture, a sense of mutual solidarity, and the association 

of the ethnie with a particular territory. Esmau and Rabinovitch ( 1988:3) add that an ethnie 

is also constituted by the possession of a shared language, customs and beliefs system. The 

historical aspects of Jewish ethnic identity and the unique association of the Jewish people 

with a particular territorial space, inscribed in memory through tradition, are particularly 

strong. The relative diversity and fragmentation of tbe Jewish nation' left the Zionists with 

little choice but to turn to the religious tradition as a source of symbols, collective memory 

and (ultimately) legitimacy. This was to have deleterious consequences for the definition of 

a civic Israeli identity distinct from its more particularistic Jewish antecedents. 

The Israeli kulturkamp.f rests, in part, on the significance of this problem to the nature 

of the Israeli polity and wider society. Geertz (Es.mam & Rabinovitch 1 988:72) warned of 

the dangers of a politics of primordial ism that "'threatens partition, irredentism or merger . . .  

strives more deeply and i s  satisfied less easily". Israeli identity politics has become an 

ethnopolitical battle over who holds the most valid f01m of Jewish identity and over who is 

to be the ultimate arbiter of that identity. This problem was not foreseen by the first 

Zionists who shared the prejudice of their maskil forebears that traditional Jewish religious 

communality was a dead letter, something to be picked over for useful rallying symbols and 

themes to aid in the political resurrection of a newly secular people. 
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The Hallltz 

The former rebels against father and rabbi became leaders of that Yishuv, and 

they led the way towards Zionist self-fulfilment . . .  Jewishness thus meant mainly 

to be a Hebrew, to love the land to be attached to nature, to give tradition a new 

n ational and social meaning" (Rubinstein 1984:26, 27). 

With the second and third Zionist immigra6on waves ( 1 904- 1 9 1 4, 1 9 1 7-1 923), hailing 

largely from Poland and Russia, a decisive majority was established in the New Yishuv9 for 

the radically socialist Labour-Zionist orientation, which built on the mixed successes of the 

first aliyah a network of communi6es and institutions. Labour-Zionist leaders shared with 

wider Zionism their opposition to Jewish habitation in the Galut. Ben Gurion characterised 

the Diaspora as consisting of "Histories of persecution and legal discrimination, the 

Inquisition and pogroms; of self-sacrifice and martyrdom" (Zerubavel 1 995:1 8). President 

Yitzhak Beu-Zvi added that, "The spirit of heroism and courage disappeared in the Jewish 

ghetto i n  which it had no place . . .  a sharp mind, agility, submission towards others, and 

patience, cowardice, and timidity in relation to neighbours and rulers" (Zerubavel 1 995 : 1 9).  

However, Labour-Zionism was to proffer m ore than a simple escape from persecution 

and the perceived passivity of exile. The halutz (pioneer) was to constitute, ••a new type 

among the children of israel" (Liebman & Don-Yehiya 1983 :3 1 ), a torch-bearer who would 

fundamentally remake the character of the Jewish nation through the redeeming action of 

physical labour. The Laud of Israel and the Jewish individual were to be recousecrated one 

to the other through physical toil and suffering. The Jew would become worthy of Zion and 

the land would awaken at the hands of its children. For the pioneering ethos, to settle but 

not to work the land was to retain a parasitic and essentially exilic lifestyle. This cult of the 

land was to replace the traditional spiritual affinities of the Jewish people, which had led to 

2000 years of suffering: "Zionism Socialism sees in the applied Jewish religion, which i s  

not a religion but a tragedy, the major impediment confronting the Jewish nation o n  the 

crossroads to culture, science and freedom" (Nachman Syrkin cited in Liebman & Don­

Zehiya 1 983 :36). 

9 The newly established Jewish community residing in Turkish/British Palestine, as opposed to the largely 
Sephardi Old Yishuv 
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An acquaintance, who came to mandatory Palestine from Austria as an orphaned 

teenager and was settled on a kibbutz, remembers being bullied and ostracised due to a love 

of reading and considers the theory elaborat.ed above to be nonsense. His experience 

reflects a common theme in colonial cultures with an excessive emphasis on the importance 

of working the land leading to a more basic anti-intellectual prejudice. It is also important 

to note here that - though hegemonic to a point and for a significant period - the Labour­

Zionist cult of redemptive l abour was not without its opponents and should take a back seat 

in analysis to a wider social and economic understanding of the period. 

Since the Jew could only be redeemed through physical labour, the phenomenon of 

Jewish unemployment in an economy employing large numbers of poorly paid Arab 

workers was considered unacceptable by Labour-Zionists. The pioneers of the second 

aliyah engendered the stmggJe for A vodah Evrit, the exclusion of Arab workers from the 

economy, to be replaced with Jewish labour (Kimmerling 1 989:97-98, 1 0 1 ) .  Much was 

made of the «malevolence and contemptibility of the private farmers" (Cohen & Don­

Yehiya 1 986:93) who refused to employ fellow Jews. Though largely unsuccessful the 

concept itself was to live on into the state period where it became an integral part of the 

ideology relegating Israeli-Arabs1 0  to a peripheral role in the economy and society. 

As socialists it was impossible for the Labour-Zionist pioneers to completely abrogate 

the tenets of Marxist class struggle.  Equally, the tenuous state of the Zionist Yishuv and its 

efforts at national reconstitution required the perpetual postponement of out-and-out class 

war. A middle ground was thus found with the formulation of tbe 'constructivist' ideology. 

The shining example of the largely kibbutznik (kibbutz resident) pioneering elite was to 

attract future converts while political control was to be won and maintained through the 

"society of workers" organised institutionally through collective settlements, youth 

movements, political parties, and the HistadnJt labour federation. These institutions and 

movements were to form the vital backbone for the development of Ashkenazi-Labour 

primacy, a pre-eminence sustained politically until 1977 and still intact in other aspects of 

economic and social life. 

10 I use this term here to prevent confusion for Isrcteli readers, but prefer the moniker 'Israeli­
Palestinian' which better reflects changes in this group's identity politics. 
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Labour-Zionist Cultural Production 

The development of a uniquely Labour-Zionist civil religion was vital to bind the 

disparate elements of Yishuv society in pursuit of eventual national self-determination and 

to establish, through symbolic revaluation and a re-imagining of the Palestinian Jewish 

collective, the primacy of the developing Labour elite. New symbolic fields and myth­

making were also required to re-establish Jewish historical and cultural ties with Zion in 

British eyes, in competition with Palestinian-Arab counter claims of colonial usurpation. 

However, one key problem presented itself to the inventors of the new secular civil 

religion, of what stuff was it to be made? How was it possible to acquire n ational 

l egitimacy as a Jewish nation in the Jewish homeland without an appeal to religious 

symbols and motifs and a collective round of rituals and history tied intrinsically to 

Judaisrn? It was also obvious that the 2000 year gap in periods of national independence 

would have to be explained in a way that precluded the religious understanding of 

coHective unworthiness and rnessianic expectation . 

The answer was t11e development of a new civil religion based on the radical inversion 

of religious symbols and language and the reinterpretation of traditional myths to bring 

forward themes of national resistance and independence and the impossibility of Jewish 

self-fulfillment outside Eretz Yisrael. The new civil religion ' s  master commemorative 

narrative identified three distinct historical periods� Antiquity, Exile and National 

Revival, with t11e latter regarded as a reconstitution of the former and the exilic period 

maligned as a repugnant detour in the historic progression of the Jewish people (Zerubavel 

1 995:3 1 -33) .  

To add legitimacy to Labour-Zionist cultural production, extensive use was made of 

reinterpreted religious terms and rituals, thus fusing the new and old semiotic fields in an 

effort to establish the Jewish legitimacy of the new cultural modes. Words from the 

religious lexicon such as kedusha (holiness), mitzva (commandment), and brit (covenant) 

were rei11terpreted (Liebman & Don-Yehiya 1 983 :38). Religious phraseology was also 

integral to early Zionist discourses: "Where are the holy ones? . . .  All Israel is holy", "'Let us 

sanctify and bless the pioneers of the nation" (Liebrnan and Dou-Yehiya 1 983:39). 

Religious holidays were reinterpreted to bring out the nationalistic themes of each. 

Passover, Purim and Hanukah were particularly ripe for reinterpretation in this vein, with 
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land". Pioneering was reinterpreted as "Statist halutziut', the participation in mass activities 

organised by the state. Many such activities were included in the school curriculum and still 

feature, though to a lesser extent. 

Ben Gurion oversaw the development of statist ideology (mamlachtiut) in which the 

state was presented as a "sacred value" (Liebman 1 983 : 1 25) demanding absolute loyalty 

from its citizens whose interests were outweighed by those of its offices. Likewise the 

building up of tl1e economic and social stmct:ure of the state was a caJJing for a11 citizens 

and the necessary fulfilment of an inevitable historical process. Through this the Jewish 

people and the world as a whole would be redeemed as Israel realised its potential as a 

moral paragon, the perfect society, a "light unto the nations" (Liebman 1 983:86). There is 

more than a hint of traditional Jewish messianism in the supreme valuation placed on Israeli 

independence and indeed Ben Gurion expressed the belief that "we are living in the days of 

the Messiah'' (Liebman 1 983 :86). 

Archaeology, history and the other academic disciplines were used to establish 

unequivocally the right of the Jewish people to ownership of Eretz Yisrael, with deleterious 

results for the future independence of the academy from political pressures and influence. 

Such influences are still at play today in the bitter debate over post:zionist theory (Chapter 

7). Large state funerals were held to reinter human remains thought to be those of the Bar 

Kochba rebels ( 1982), and the defenders of Massada ( 1 969). The military played a 

prominent role, as they had in the excavations, strengthening the symbolic association of 

the IDF with those being reburied (Zembavel 1 993 : 129, 1 89). The religious fanaticism of 

the Massada and Bar Kochba rebels and the devastating consequences of their resistance 

were downplayed in an effort to prove a concrete association between the secular state of 

Israel and the freedom fighters of antiquity - and between both and the Labour and Likud 

governments responsible for the reinterments. 

Alongside the creation of commemorative narratives celebrating the connection 

between antiquity and contemporary Israel, statism also created 'sacred' festivals for the 

celebration of death in the service of the state and independence. Independence Day was 

the most important of these and constitutes tl1e high-point of a sacralised time period that 

begins with Holocaust Day and continues through Remembrance Day. Holocaust Day itself 

was only instituted in 1 952, with the official commemoration finally decided upon in 1 959. 
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higher birth rate and long-term grievance against the Ashkenazi elite for their exclusion 

from the centres of power, and settlement in what were to become distressed 

neighbourhoods and development towns, the eventual ejection of the Labour elite from 

government was inevitable. 

The impressive aspect of Labour l eadership was that it actually lasted as long as it did 

(pre-state to 1 977) with the movement atrophying intellectually and ideologically long 

before its political ouster. It is impossible to identify a single reason for this longevity but 

an important factor was its domination of the institutions of government and the reliance of 

a l arge section of the population on party and state l argesse. Israel is  a highly bureaucratic 

state in which proteksia - the aid of well placed friends - is essential for negotiating a 

morass of red tape and an officialdom seemingly determined on a permanent ' go slow'. 

Coupled with the reliance of the poor on state welfare and party or union acquired jobs and 

influence, it is uusurprising that the Labour led political-economic system outlasted the 

ideological resonance of their claims to leadership inscribed in statist civil religion. 

The poor performance of the Labour dominated politjcal and military l eadership in the 

1 973 Yom Kippur War was the death knell for the 'socialist' regnum. New patties such as 

RATZ ('The Citizen's Rights Movement'), Sheli and the Democratic Movement for Change 

sprang forth, draining votes from the left and centre of Labour' s  traditional electorate as the 

Israeli economy went into an inflationary tailspin (Eisenstadt 1 985:23 1 ). The young, 

Russian olim (new immigrants) and Sephardim voted overwhelmingly for the Likud in 

1 977 and Israel was under right wing tutelage for the first time.  Racheli, remembers her 

parents at the announcement of the Lik:ud's victory: 

Racheli :  . . .  my father watching the television in the '77 election . . .  when Begin [won], and 

m y  Mum was already asleep because she couldn't stay awake, and then Chaim Yavin said 

Mahapach - you know what is Mahapach . . .  the office are changed . . .  and it was the first 

tim e  in the history of Israel tlmt the governm ent has changed. Anyway Abba started 

screaming "Catastrope, Catastrophe" and my Mum went to my room to see if everything is 

OK [laughs] . 
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The civil religion propounded by the newly ascendant right-religious political bloc was 

inevitably more deeply infused with the symbols and understandings of traditional Judaism, 

reflecting the centrality in the ideology of both groups of the specificity, importance and 

imperiled nature of Jewish identity. 1977 saw a profomtd escalation in the Jewish 

kulturkampf, not in terms of i ndividual, localised conflicts but through the victory at the 

polls of a conception of Jewish identity dramatically at odds with the universal-humanist 

orientation that was a part of the Labour-Zionist tradition. To generali se, to be a Jew for the 

proponents of the new civil religion is to stand alone against the etental enmity of the 

goyim, safe only through unceasing armed vigilance in the land promised by divine writ to 

the Jewish people. As we have seen, Labour-Zionist ideology contained elements of these 

understandings but in a more moderate form, less antagonistic to the Gentile world. 

Given the propensities of its new authors and gatekeepers, it is lmsu.rprising that Israeli 

civil religion leans heavily on the memory of the Holocaust both as a unifying element and 

as a lesson from history. Liebman ( 1983: 125) explains that statism was unable to assimilate 

the memory of the Holocaust into its own civil religion and that the growing importance of 

the Holocaust in public consciousness from the 1 950s on weakened the impact of statist 

i deology. Given the succession of wars that Israel fought :from independence till the present 

day and the attendant fear of annihilation, which remains pervasive, it is unsurprising that 

the Holocaust became the central feature in a Jewish collective identity politics and civil 

religion that is otherwise the subject of an intense mnemonic contest. 

Victory in the Six Day War brought places deeply associated with the religious 

tradition under Israeli control for the first time. The Western Wall - intrinsically connected 

to Judaism as tl1e focus of longing in the Galut - becanle the sacred centre for the new civil 

religion with state ceremonies increasingly transferred to the adjacent plaza. 1 967 also 

brought the average Israeli in the victorious army into contact with the misery of the 

Palestinian refugees and prompted a growing awareness of their suffering. Given the 

internal focus of statism on the building up of Israeli society, its suppression of earlier 

Labour-Zionist dreams of a Greater Israel, and an increasing J ack of resonance of 

traditional secular Zionist dogmas, the Occupation coul d  only be legitimised through an 

appeal to Jewish history interpreted through the prism of the religious tradition. Thus, as a 

large sector of secular Israel quickly lost interest in militant nationalism the baton of 
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Zionism was passed on to the national-religious community - at least as the latter perceive 

it. The national-religious mobilised to settle the Territories with the Bible as an atlas, 

attracting the support of the Revisionist right and the growing interest of the ultra-Orthodox 

in their efforts. 

Public commemorations of both secular and religious holidays began to conform more 

closely to traditional Jewish forms with an att.endant penetration of religious symbols 

(Liebman 1983 : 1 55-1 58). However, the lack of a coherent guiding ideology and the 

intensifying political contest over powers of representation in areas from Jewish identity 

politics to security, limited the capacity of the new civil religi on to speak to wide sectors of 

the Israeli public (Liebman 1 983 : 1 36). Israeli civil religion has ceased to function as a 

unifying force destroyed by the Occupation, the death of ideology, and the tribal 

fragmentation of society. 

Conclusion 

The Israeli kulturkampf retains many of the characteristics of the initial battle between 

the traditional religious authorities and the maskilim over the nature of the Jewish collective 

and identification thereto. Zionism carried this struggle from Europe to Palestine and 

sought to promote the association of its ruling elite with a secular identity politics freed 

from the strictures of Galut and religion to reforge tl1e Jewish individual and coJJective. 

Neither maskil nor halutz succeeded in vanquishing traditional religious tmderstandings of 

Jewish identity and peoplehood and it is to the revival of religious identity politics and its 

deepening conflict with secular Israel in the worsening kulturkampfthat we now turn our 

attention. 

f 
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Chapter 3: The Israeli Kulturkampf 

In this chapter we consider the meaning and nature of the Israeli kulturkampf and seek 

to provide a working definition for this amorphous and complex social conflict. Efforts at 

kulturkampf' denial are analysed and rejected before the focus of discussion shifts to the 

religious-secular status quo and the contest between observant and non-observant Israel 

over matters such as kashrut, civil marriage, Shabbat business openings and public 

transport, the haredi (ultra-Orthodox) draft exemption, conversion efforts and 

neighbourhood struggles. The chapter ends with an examination of the importance of PM 

Barak's proposed civil reforms package. 

As noted above, 62% of respondents to a 1 999 survey believed that the religious­

secular cleavage was the most serious problem facing Israeli society (BBC News 4/6/00). A 

second study published in 2000 by Dahlia Moore of the Hebrew University, was built on a 

1 996- 1 997 survey of 5000 Jewish high school students aged 15- 18  (haredi schools were 

not included), and 1 200 of their Arab peers. She found that, "These students, the future of 

our society, carry a tremendous amount of hatred towards each other" (Jerusalem Post, 

1 5/9/00). More students said that they "hate" settlers (5 1 %) than Arabs (50%) - a result that 

no doubt would have been different had Jewish teens constituted the only respondents, but 

still an extraordinarily high percentage with regard to settlers. Equally, Haredim were hated 

by 47%, with only 1 6% of students expressing their "love" for this group, and 1 5% 

expressing "love" for settlers (Jerusalem Post, 1 5/9/00) .  These results indicate that Israeli 

youth are growing up in a society deeply riven by differences related to religiosity and the 

Arab-Israeli conflict and that these divisions are provoking not just dislike or distrust but 

absolute hatred of other groups. It is these rifts related to religiosity, and expressed in the 

kulturkampj; that we will now seek to define and explain. 

Defining the Israeli Kulturkampf 

Providing a cogent definition for a conflict that is, by nature, diverse and multifaceted 

is  extremely difficult. There is already a great deal of academic discussion on the religious­

secular conflict that does not attempt to describe the struggle as a whole. This makes it 

rather simple for those who deny the existence of the Israeli kulturkampf to point to the 
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same characteristics of tension and discord as proponents of 'culture war' and read them in a 

diametrically opposite fashion as manageable and tractable. Therefore any dissertation 

proposing an escalation of religious-secular conflict in Israel must attempt to defme the 

bounds thereof and give some idea as to the players, trajectory of the struggle and the 

interconnectedness of discourse, ideology and events. 

The term kulturkampf is used here to describe a progressive worsening of tensions 

between religious and secular communities from the national level to that of the 

neighbourhood. Encouraged by changes in Israeli civil religion since 1967, mutual isolation 

and contradictions of lifestyle and world view have been transfonned into a broader societal 

struggle in which popular resentments have achieved electoral affinity, set a large minority 

against the secular juilicial system, and led to an 'endgame' struggle for power and 

resources. Israeli consociational democracy has failed to ameliorate this iliscord and all 

efforts to ease tensions have failed through an absence of popular support. 

Kulturkampf is not to be confused with full-scale civil war; significant violence has 

accompanied the burgeoning conflict but has been held in check. Dysfunction, paralysis 

and a general malaise have characterised the response of authorities while an increasing 

iliscursive volatility and growing civil disobeilience and vigilantism (e.g. secular civil 

marriage, claimed attacks on religious and synagogues, the national-religious settlement 

project, haredi 'modesty patrols', illegal proselytising, election campaign violence and store 

bumings) has undermined the legitimacy of the overburdened state. 

Identifying the competing parties is no easy matter. The traditional understanding of 

the Israeli kulturkampf posits two diametrically opposed minority groups within society; the 

'militant secularists' and ultra-Orthodox. There are various reasons for the diminution of the 

struggle to these two groups including major differences of lifestyle, worldview, ideology, 

identity, habitation, authority and interests, all of which present an easy dichotomy between 

haredi and hiloni (secular), and allow the opposition of convincing stereotypes. These 

differences are real and of some moment but don't of themselves encompass or explain the 

struggle as a whole.  

The Guttman Report (Liebman & Katz 1 997 :xviii) - which we will discuss more fully 

in Chapter 6 - found a continuum of beliefs and observances in Israeli society and this 

understanding must be built into any understanding of the Israeli kulturkampf Faith and 
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dominate all other issues. Readers should note that Shas rose with the seeming defeat of the 

nationalist camp in the 1 999 elections, falling back again - though not to its former level -

with the resumption of hostilities. Shinui emerged from nowhere in 1 999 to take an 

extraordinary 1 6  mandates in 2003, feeding off secular disaffection with the seeming 

failures of Labour and Meretz with regard to the peace process and secular-religious status 

quo while taking no clear stance on the former. 

So why does the conflict have a cultural character rather than constituting a regular 

civil stmggle between opposed parties jockeying for power and resources of the state? 

Certainly the Israeli kulturkampfhas a great deal to do with this competition, in particular 

the channeling of taxpayers' money into settlements, yeshivot (Torah academies) and 

patronage networks. For example, Shas won significant support in Arab villages in the 

1 999 general election tl1rough its control of local government budgets via the Interior 

Ministry. However, for the religious parties these resources are a means rather than an end, 

the end being a Halakhic state and the imposition of a specifically Orthodox brand of 

Jewish identity and orthopraxy for large sectors of the religious public .  The present secular 

state is seen, at best, as a stepping stone to the Messiah, at worst, as an i1legitimate nuisance 

or cash-cow. This is a rather sweeping generalisation but it does, to a certain extent, explain 

the leanings of the various religious communities. Certainly a diversity of streams exists 

within the religious public ranging from 'peacenik' national-religious to anti-Zionist 

haredim. However, continuous efforts to impose increased religious ortl10praxy on the 

secular majority by all religious parties in the Knesset (m1der the guise of status quo 

maintenance), the leadership of the settlement movement by a messianic national-religious 

elite, the growing stringency of observance of national-religious, and Zionism of many 

ultra-Orthodox communities, alongside the stated preference of major leaders of both 

sectors for a Halakhic state, lend credence to this catholicism. 

Jewish identity politics is at the heart of the Israeli k.ulturkampf Important aspects of 

the state Orthodox theocracy - established under the status quo agreements of the late 

Yishuv - have been buttressed against secularist attack by appeals to the purported danger 

posed by change to the Jewish character of the state. In the absence of a clear definition of 

Jewish secularity, and through the failure of non-Orthodox Judaism to establish a strong 

Israeli presence, this appeal has until recently been accepted almost unquestioningly by a 
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phenomena - he even acknowledges that the conflict has trajectory (Liebmanl 990; 1997) ­

and calling them by a different name. 

Moshe Lissak (Liebman & Katz 1 997 :66) points to the presence of Ashkenazim and 

Sephardim in all four categories of observance used by the Guttman Report, and a general 

desire to retain the attachment to diasporic Jewry, as reasons for claiming that the 

kulturkampf does not exist. This argument seems to take ethnicity as the core source of 

conflict in Israel, when it is but one, and to assume a barking after a g]obal Jewish unity 

which tl1ere is little evidence for, particularly given that kulturkmnP.f crises concerning 

' who is a Jew' revolve around Orthodox efforts to keep significant sectors of world Jewry 

out of the country through the state application of strict Halakhic criteria for Jewish 

recognition. 

Ira Sharansky ( 1 996) also seeks to down play the seriousness of the religious-secular 

cleavage, describing conflicts arising from it as ritualised, limited and comparable to 

similar tensions in other countries. He supports this argument by pointing to the purported 

failure of either side to win clear-cut victories, what he sees as a low level of violence 

characterising secular-religious conflicts, and the longevity of many disputes, some of 

which date back to the Yishuv (Sharansky 1 996: 1 3, 97). Sharansky ( 1 996: 1 , 1 2, 1 34) 

believes that religious interests have proved incapable of asserting themselves with regard 

to major issues of public policy largely gaining leverage over "issues with high symbolic 

content" (Sharansky 1 996: 1 2). He excoriates proponents of kulturkmnpf, "Some 

researchers seem obssessed with an exaggerated view about the power of the believers or 

non-believers . . .  the reality appears far from a true kulturkampf' (Sharausky 1 996: 1 3). 

First I will deal witJ1 definition . Sharansky's recognition of disputes, ritual or 

otherwise, in his book proves indisputably the existence of secular-religious discord far 

beyond that present during the first kulturkampf in Bismarckian Germany at the time of the 

contest with the papacy. If Sharansky's interpretation of the term refers to a total breakdown 

in societal cohesion, there was never a great deal to start with given the mutual isolation of 

the competing communities. There is significant evidence that the old modes of 

consociational government have begun to break down and at the least are no longer 

acceptable to the wider public, secular or religious. I make no claims here for the absolute 

breakdown of society in a secular-religious civil war. As noted above, culture war does not 
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increasingly open on the Sabbath and religious holidays, the fact that the Religious Affairs 

Ministry (long a bastion of religious patronage and corruption) will soon be shut down, that 

non-kosher food is increasingly available, and that the religious-secular divide is rapidly 

gaining electoral affinity. It also ignores the massive spike in budgets clwmelled to tile 

religious sector through the 1980s and 1990s with the rise of Sbas and that party's 

burgeoning school system in poor traditional neighbourhoods. 

Aside from the reasons mentioned above, denial of the l'Ulturkampf also fails another 

rather intangible test, that of experience. 

Activists on the Kulturkampf 

I tried to avoid asking interviewees directly whether a kulturkampf exists in Israeli 

society, preferring to examine this issue through questions on religious coercio� explaining 

the term indirectly rather than using this loaded word which would tend to provoke a yes­

no answer. Nonetheless, I did broach the topic head-on in some cases eliciting a variety of 

replies: 

D: Do you believe that, that' s  Meretz's thing . . .  promoting the individual above the 

collective in a sense? 

Roni: Yeah, the point is that no one here is aware of this thing . . .  they know that they're 

aware that we'll fight against Shabbas and all this shit but no one is looking at the big 

picture . And there was this term which people started using here a lot which ca1led the 

culture war. 

D: . . . do you think a culture war is, is happening here in Israel at the moment? 

R: Yeah, yeah, I mean, have you seen. . .  1ast week there was this thing about the dyhhuk 

[demon] which they took out of this woman . . .  the way I see it we are now at the edge of the 

cultural war . . .  we are the battlefield but we don't do shit . . .  we should have gone to all 

those religious cities like Bnei Barak and Jerusalem and put like in the middle of the night 

lots of posters all over the walls saying "TI1ere is no God". 
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Several interviewees thought that the religious-secular conflict would worsen with the 

end of the peace process - which seemed close at the time given most interviews were held 

just prior to Camp David ll. 

Yaron: I don't know if cuJture war is the correct way to put it but the political system 

will . . .  be completely different, there will be a complete upheaval. 

D: Do you think there'U be a realignment along secular-religious [lines]? 

Y :  Yeah . . .  I believe so. It wiU take a good election or two, like a good four, eight years to 

happen but I think its changing already and it'U change even more when, when the peace 

issues are finally settled . . .  it will take . . .  for all the politicians who live . . .  on the security 

issues type of thing to die off. 

D: Do you think there's a culture war gomg on m this country at the moment? 

Gilad: . .  . I think it's going on, I think it's like a small fire. My belief is that once all the 

peace talks architecture gonna be over and things will settle down then the real inside war is 

going to be. 

ln the following excerpt Gal mentions the national-religious in his defmition of the 

kulturkampf without prompting and speaks of the Rabin assassination as an event in this 

war: 

Gal: Now, as we know the justification of many Lilrud and Mcifdal and other parties are the 

religious justification. They think that due to God promise the Holy Land to the Holy 

People - Jesus Christ [laughs]. .. but these ideas are not dangerous as the Majdal or Gush 

Emunim because tbey believe that tbe Moshiach [Messiah]. .. maybe not the Moshiach as 

flesh and blood but the metaphor of the Moshiach wiJl  come to Israel if the Holy People 

[Jaughs] 

D: [interrupting] Rule the Holy Land [laughs] . 

G: Yes and you cannot argue with that because if you want the Moshiach wiJJ come you 

have to satisfY the condition . . .  that the Jewish wiJJ sit on the Holy Places and if someone 

will want to give those Holy Places to, Oh my God, to the Arabs this is a sin, a sin. Now a 
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sin it's a tenn it's not like crime, a crime is against the people, against society, a sin it's a 

crime against God, I mean God himself [langbs]. You cannot do this you have to pay for it. 

And Rabin pay because of that reason, its not a contigenting fact that most of the Mafdal 

and Gush Emunim are religious and it's not surprising that Yigal Amir was Orthodox with a 

kippa . . .  at the beginning of our conversation you asked if we are in a cultural war, [ think 

that maybe we are close to a civil war ... 

D: Do you think that with peace this civil war cotlld break out? 

G :  Yes. After we will achieve peace tbe main problem will be religious against liberalism 

Several interviewees believed a culture war was neither underway nor possible. Boaz 

speaks of the economic crisis within ultra-Orthodox society and predicts a passive re­

orientation of that commtmity's relations to follow: 

D: There [is] not going to be a kulturkamP.f? 
Boaz: . .  .I'm the only one in Meretz that doesn't think so. I don't think it's going to be a 

fight. And my theory is very different. I think that we should wait . . .  the only thing that we 

should do is not Jike recruit the Orthodox to tbe army, what we should do is just Jet them 

work. Because that's going to change their perspective on life, that's going to change their 

perspective on secular people, the way they see us because now . . .  it' s  a closed society that 

has no contact with the outside society otber tbau witb agents that are totally brainwashed. 

And once they have contact.. .  it's going to break. . .  once they go, get out of tbeir ghetto and 

go to work . . .  they're not going to stay the same way they're going to change and especially 

in the modem society now that you have the intemet and you can't reaUy withhold 

information. It's going to break, so I don't think it's going to be a fight, it's going to be a 

process . . . I really don't believe in revolutions . . . everybody thinks that there's going to be a 

big fight but I'm not.. there might be a fight but I don't think it's necessary. We shouldn't 

work towards a fight. . .  just like the kibbutzim are now collapsing. Their society . . .  is going 

to collapse soon. 

D: It's being exposed to the modern world. The kibbutzim were exposed first. 

B: Yeah, so I don't think, I mean people here [in Meretz] wants to fight but I don't think we 

should fight we should just wait. 
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Whose Status Quo? 

The Israeli re1igious-secu1ar 'stahiS quo' agreement was forma11y negotiated between the 

leadership of the Yishuv and representatives of the Orthodox C{)mmunity in 1 947. Its 

principles were first established in a letter from Ben Gurion to Rabbi lM Levin of the 

ultra-Orthodox Agudat Israel party. In this letter the prime ministec in waiting assured 

Levin that the status quo with regards to the Sabbath, the public celebration of religious 

holidays, Orthodox control of personal status issues and koshrot would remain with 

independence. This public orthopraxy wouJd also hold true for the Jewish Agency and state 

institutions (Horowitz & Lissak 1 989:62; Rejwan 1 999: 1 03-1 05). Ben Gurion explicitly 

states the reasons for this far -reaching acquiescence to the desires of the observant minority 

as addressing, "the profound needs of adherents of the faith, so as to prevent the division of 

the House of Israel into two parts" (Rejwan 1 999: 1 05). 

This was in fact a partial re-itiStitutiou of tbe Orthodox millet system which allowed 

religious communities to control important aspects of community life. Its result was the 

progressive legislation of statutes - Days of Rest Ordinance, Kosher Food for Soldiers 

Ordinance, Religious Services Budget Law, Hours of Worlc and Rest Law, Religious 

Courts Law - instituting a unique democratic-theocratic mix. The Ortbodox were to control 

a minor, though not insignificant, powerbase from which to garner public resources and 

impose a limited form of religimiS orthopraxy over the majority non-religious population. 

This control has come to be seen by large sectors of the secular community as coercive. 

A tripartite institutional elaboration handed control of rabbinical ordinations, teacher 

certification for religious state schools and the licensing of mohelo; and scribes, the training 

of religious court judges and partial control of kashrut licensing to the Chief Orthodox 

Rabbinate (the millet regulator re-established as a state institution). Personal status 

jurisprudence was given to the religious courts system. The administration of these 

rabbinical courts, local religious councils, aspects of kashrot, maintaining the observance of 

legislated religious restrictions in public itiStitutions aud tbe army and budgets for tbe holy 

places were placed in the hands of the Religious Affairs Ministry. This vested control of 

vast resources from the public purse to the ultra-Orthodox Agudat Israel and what was to 

become the national-religious Mafdal. These parties long considered these institutions and 
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the Ministry to be their fiefs, before the rise of Shas added another player and growing 

secular resentment saw investigations begin into ever-expanding budgets and attempts to do 

away with the Ministry of Religious Affairs altogether. Other ministries have also been 

used by the religious parties to chamrel funds into religious institutions including the 

Ministry of the Interior, Labour and Social Affairs and tbe Housing Ministry, adding to a 

growing inequity in the distribution of state funds to the secuJar and religious communities. 

In the interests of fairness, it shou1d be noted here that thjs fmmemng of money and 

resources to pet projects and groups was very much in the pre and post-state tradition 

established by the Labour-Zionist elite in privileging their own institutions and 

organisations such as the kibbutzim and Histadrut 

The religious-secular status quo was never static. From the time of post-independence 

re-legislation, local conflicts over issues such as Shabbat road closures, the elaboration of 

religious control mechanisms and power and secular challenges to the Orthodox control of 

the 'who is a Jew' issue (Chapter 5), undermined the initial agreements or elaborated on 

them. 

A pattern of religious efforts to expand public observance of the Sabbath and secular 

attempts to free themselves of Sabbath observance, and some kashrut restrictions, came to 

characterise the next half century and began to build extreme pressures on the 

overburdened consociational system of government This consociational system was a 

loose understanding between the religious and secular political elites involving the trading 

of religious political support for government ministries and other monies and resources. A 

vast array of yeshivot and kollelim flourisbed in this environment with students exempt 

from anny conscription so long as they remained registered students in these institutions, 

and the associated welfare costs proved expensive. So too did the explosive growth of the 

settlement project These demands kept ratchetiug up the price of consociationalism from 

year to year and the progressive destabilisation of governments (Netanyahu, Barak . . . ) -

through the partial commitment, then withdrawal of religious party backing - was the 

inevitable result It should be remembered that the consociational system did not receive 

any more than grudging public support. Once both the Arab-Israeli conflict and 

kulturkampf began to gain popular electoral affmity parties had to begin pandering to 

popular resentments and were no longer as free to engage in the rather mercenary trade of 
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Tamar focuses on the acceptance of religious strictures and the seeming apathy of the 

secular public in opposing their extension: 

Tamar: . . .  people believe that religious coercion is 0� that's the main problem. The fact 

that we have . . .  religious laws that are affecting the whole population. The fact that every 

day they are trying to pass new laws, not just in the government, not just in the parliament, 

but in city ha11s, that' s  religious coercion . The fact tl1at there is no transportation, the fact 

that there are no civil marriage, the fact that there is no civil burial, no civil nothing almost. 

The fact that Israel is the state of the Jewish people is impottaut, and I have a problem here, 

but this is coercion. 

Note that Tamar mentions the Jewishness of Israel in the excerpt above. The Orthodox 

establishment has successfully transmuted a debate on the desirability of religious strictures 

in public life into a debate on the Jewishness of the state. The idea that this Jewish character 

would be under threat with changes to the status quo has become so widespread that both 

Tamar and Avi felt they had to address it in our conversations - Avi in a manner that 

indicates the influence of this argument. 

A vi :  A certain part of Meretz . . .  wants to separate between religion and . . .  state in Israel but 

I have a few questions . . .  and those questions are causing me . . .  not to support it, at the 

moment. . .  right now to separate between religious and . . .  state . . .  will not be good for . . .  the 

peace process because we have to say to all the Palestinians « . . .  there will be a Jewish state 

for the Jews and a Palestinian state for all the Palestinians, . . .  The second thing, all the 

Russian immigration . . .  there is a pretty m uch percent of the new immigrants which half 

Jewish, not Jewish and it's, it makes a lot of question about why we're here, you know, do 

we really want a Jewish country? 

Both Gal and Y ossi speak from a moderate liberal standpoint: 

Gal : I don 't feel on my skin the compulsion since I don't do anything that close to Judaism 

and still now I didn't need, because I'm not married . . .  again it' s  a value, I believe in 
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Damocles' to impose umelated modes of religious coercion, particularly on businesses that 

need kashrut certification in order to survive. Examples are myriad; in  Jerusalem hotels 

were threatened with withdrawal of their kosher certification should they display any 

symbols of Christmas, including Christmas trees, or allow any fonn of celebration to take 

place. h1 Tel Aviv the Tango advertising company was forced to remove an advertisement 

for low-cut jeans at the cost of 40,000 shekels when the flour mill the giant ad was placed 

on was about to be forced out of business by tl1e chief rabbi of Bnei B'rak. The rabbi 

refused to send kosher inspectors to a building that "displays pomograpbic pictures" and 

informed the Eda Haredit inspection department in Jemsalem of tl1e case. This department 

tben instmcted the rabbi in charge of kashrut inspections in Lod not to accept flour from the 

offending mill (Haaretz, 23/3/02) . 

Problems can also occur when different kashrut inspection bodies disagree. m 2001 the 

Chief Rabbinate made an agreement with vegetable producers and supermarkets to allow 

the sale of products at Co-Op supermarkets during the year of shmita (every seventh year 

the land is to lie fallow according to Halakha). The Jerusalem Rabbinate responsible for 

overseeing this arrangement believed that the kashrut guidelines of its parent body were not 

stringent enough and plunged the supermarket chain into crisis by refusing to inspect their 

vegetables, making it impossible for many observant Jews to buy them. Labour MK Ophir 

Pines-Paz - in a classic call to kulturkampf - responded with a plea for the non-ultra­

Orthodox population of Jemsalem to make a point of shopping at businesses stripped of 

their kosher certification by the local Rabbinate (Haaretz 1 9/l/0 l ). 

The provision of leavened bread to secular customers in cafes and restaurants during 

Passover is also a hot topic, with the Interior Ministry tmder Shas tutelage sending 

inspectors around to slap fmes (usually small compared to tbe benefit to tbe business of 

selling hametz products) on owners. It is important to note that the law banning the public 

display of goods on Pessach was only legislated in l986, supported by the Mafdal, and 

provides an insight into tbe constantly mutating nature of the status quo. Sbinui MK Y ossi 

Paritsky denmmced the imposition of fines by inspectors as "pure religious coercion . . .  

there is no democracy in the world that allows such enforcement of religious laws. This is  a 

combination of the Talaban and Iran. It's sheer madness" (Haaretz 13/4/0 1 ). 
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D :  Do you think that . . .  kosher restrictions should be kept in place? 

Gal : Well (pauses] yes . . .  Because there are many people here that kosher is something that 

is important to them . . .  There are Jewish that although they are not religious they don't want 

to eat ham - I love it but OK. I think that they should know if the restaurant is. it's kosher or 

not. But this is the point, I don't  think that the, the kosher diploma . . .  shouJd use as power 

to compel restaurants and anything else to, to be closed on Shabbat. 

Ophir: We're never ate kosher, really never. Look, I mean� we eat the traditional food on 

the holidays . . .  all the religious institutions should be broken apart from the state because . . .  

a religious community should have a rabbi that should decide if something is kosher or not. 

Or a religious commtmity should, should appoint or rely on a rabbi, or some kind of 

rabbinate that will decide if something is kosher or not . . .  well there are also many, many 

commercial issues here because different religious groups apply pressure on companies that 

if they don't  make something kosher that they will . . .  

D :  Boycott them and stuff. 

0: Yeah, boycott all the products of this company or something. 

Roi was the only interviewee to acknowledge regular kashrut observance in his 

parenf s home, albeit a rather minimal form - itself a testament to the voluntarism of private 

observances of tradition, an important characteristic of Jewish-Israeli identity politics. 

D: Were your parents religious in any way? 

Roi : Like me but more. My mother, she's very funny . . .  she was saying the religion [says] 

you're not allowed to eat meat with milk . . . in the refrigerator there is separate levels, there 

is meat . . .  but you can eat both [laughs] and I can, it's very mixed. 

D :  So you . . .  had a sort of semi-kosher house? 

R: Yeah, very semi-kosher. 
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proposed by adherents of the status quo should civil marriage be instituted. The truth of this 

statement was made evident by the exposure of the Ministry of Religious Affairs blacklist 

of those who cannot marry into the Jewish community, as defined by Halakha (Sharansky 

1 996 : 1 38; Neuberger 1 999:80) . 

To give some idea of the scale of the problem, I asked the clerk in the Cypriot 

municipality where Sharon and I were married how many Israeli couples had been married 

at the municipality that year (2000); his answer "Four-thousand five-hundred". This was in 

only one of many Cypriot municipalities involved in the burgeoning marriage travel­

industry. Whether this figure is true or not, it underlines the scope of the problem faced by 

young secular couples who do not want, or are unable according to Halakha, to marry 

tmder the Israeli theocratic system. At the Larnaca hotel where we stayed there was a 

constant flow of couples arriving and departing with the certificates required for 

recognition of their marriages under Israeli civil law. Many were Russian, but a large 

minority were sahras or mixed couples like us. 

Some decide not to allow themselves to be driven from the cmmtry and l10ld weddings 

in Israel with a secular celebrant, effectively consigning thetnselves to perpetual non­

recognition as husband and wife by any but their friends and associates. Of the seven 

weddings of young secular Israeli friends I have attended or know the details of, only one 

couple was married in an Orthodox ceremony, two married overseas and the rest had 

secular ceremonies in Israel. The latter pose a far greater threat to the religious hegemony 

over marriage as foreign weddings and the civil law acceptance thereof allows the offspring 

of these marriages to be neatly fitted into the Jew, non-Jew categories .  Conversely, secular 

Israeli ceremonies leave the rabbinical authorities with the nightmare scenario of trying to 

ascertain maternity, bastard-status and whether partnerships they cannot recognise involve 

the coupling of categories of Jews forbidden to marry under Halakha. Efrat talks of the 

trend in Israel to secular ceremonies and mentions a pitfall of marrying in a ceremony not 

recognised by the state : 

Efrat: The number of people getting married in the Rabanoot has gone down. That means 

that more people are doing civilian weddings which is good . . .  it is known in Israel that for a 

bank would look at you as married to give you mortgage [after a civil ceremony] . . .  if you 
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At the end of the first excerpt Rivka - who was married in a lavish secular ceremony in 

Israel by a Meretz MK - mentions the ceremony associated with the get which even secular 

couples who marry overseas must go through to be divorced.  Here Halakhic stipulations 

stand in stark contrast to liberal modem jurisprudence in Westem societies in treating the 

woman as almost a chattel of her husband, unable to free herself from an unwanted 

marriage without his consent. This is an issue in all Orthodox communities worldwide but 

for secular Israeli-Jewish women the ignominy of the process is partjcu1arly galling given 

the compulsion involved and potentially raises the spectre of being stuck with the status of 

a 'chained woman' with no recourse to civil courts for release so she eau marry again and 

have fuh1re children recognised as other than mamzerim. 

Here Dina talks of the process required before the Rabbinate will allow women to 

marry - a process she herself underwent� not to marry but to gain evidence (she wore a 

wire) for a Supreme Court case on civil marriage : 

Dina: . . .  the wife of the rabbi will establish the date of the wedding, because in Israel if you 

want to order a place you have to do it months before. And then you're going to her after 

your other friends tell you how to calculate and you tell her, "Yeah, my last period will be 

on this date", so she'll  write you this date . . .  And everybody knows that if s a lie, the 

rabbi . . .  the rabbi's wife . . .  So, she knows that you are lying, you know that you are lying 

and still you go through with this, and it's even funny and you can . . .  do . . .  a girl talk about 

how I lied to tl1e rebbetzen [rabbi's wife] and how she to1d me to act, and its funny, funny, 

funny. But it's not funny. 

D: Do you go to a mikvah? 

Da: It depends, most rabbis are asking you for the note but some rabbis know . . .  you tell the 

rabbi that you lost the note from the mikveh and he knows that. It's based on a lie . . .  

religious shouldn't be based on lies . . .  It's just ugly . . .  even friends of mine wouldn't 

sometimes sign petitions, why, because this is a Jewish country and if there won't be 

Jewish marriage, and stuff like this, people are afraid that we lost our Jewish identity. 

Here the hypocrisy of the current system is exposed. The Rabbinate knows that it is 

forcing a mitzvah on the secular population but does not really care that this observance is a 
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recounting on the lengthy discussions we had regarding this topic and serves to underline 

the centrality of the fight for civil marriage to the kulturkampf struggle. It is not an issue 

that will go away, or be resolved in the short-term with secular parties including Meretz, 

Yisrael B'Aliya, Yisrael Beiteinu, the Likud and the now defunct Mercaz voting against 

civil marriage legislation at various points due to coalition coucenlS. Yaron mentions 

Meretz' shameful (in the opinion of many activists) failure to vote for a civil marriage law it 

later championed in altered form, due to the fact that it was initia1ly tabled by Shinui and 

went against the wishes of PM Barak to hold the coalition with Shas and Meretz together 

during peace negotiations. This is followed by some final musings on tlte impossibility of 

instituting civil marriage: 

Yaron: Shinui . . .  they couldn't be happier, here is Meretz is avoiding it. But Yosef Paritsky 

brought. . .  this thing up to vote. . .  it's pretty much a copy of the resolution which Meretz 

has been running for all these years and Hanhalat Meretz (The Meretz Board) led by Yossi 

Sarid and Abu Vilan, they made sure that Meretz would not vote for this . . .  they 

emphasised how disastrous this would be for the coalition. . .  and then a week afterwards 

you had . . .  Shas voting no confidence in the government . . .  every person should have the 

right to choose who to marry, when to marry, when to divorce . . .  there's no excllSe for 

coercion in that. 

D: Do you believe that civil marriage should be instituted in Israel? 

Ehud: Of course, but . . .  I know that there is no chance of that happening for the next years, 

again because the religious parties are the equilibrium and unless this breaks - unfortunately 

it will not break - then this is still going to be an issue . . .  regarding the marriage more and 

more people are now demanding that this is not a religious act. I think the law is not that 

important. . .  

D :  Do you think that the law might follow? 

E: It will follow, definitely, it only depends when. 

Amit: I think there's no problem in getting . . .  a solution about marriages and divorces. 

Marriages and divorces will be state ones . . .  but there will be a list for the Orthodox . . .  they 
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want . . .  to control the list so . . .  they will know who is  a Jew by their terms and who is  not a 

Jew by their terms. So I think that . . .  they're OK to have this bookkeeping by them . I have 

no problem with that . . .  

D :  Do you think that's the danger with the institution of civil marriage that there will then 

be two kinds of Jews developing, an Orthodox camp and a non-Orthodox camp? 

Amit:  . .  . It's ugly to say, but it's their problem because they're saying, ''I want you to be 

part of m e" . I said, 'Td like to be part of you". "Yes, but for this you have to do this and 

this and this". "Well l want you to be part of me, but for this you have to do nothing. Just 

be nice to me, don't  tell me what to do" . 

'Shabbat: My Free Day' 

Figure 3: Me1-etz protesting luuedi efforts to doseo a brid� leading into B'nei B'rak 
Conflicts concerning the observance of the Shahhat are an intractable aspect of the 

Israel i kulturkampf, dating back to the Yishuv. The important feature of these conflicts is 

not the longevity of Shabhat struggles but the trajectory these have taken in recent years 

with secular successes far outnumbering religious attempts to coerce observance. Public 

observance of the day of rest has been buckling under the twin onslaughts of commerce and 

the growing militancy of the secular public and their desire for shopping and entertainment 

on their only ful l  day off work. It is this typically middle class concem with lifestyle rather 

than any ideological or political motive that has seen the progressive rolling back of 

business closures in Jewish areas. 

A 2000 Jerusalem Post poll (1 5/9/00) of 502 adults from all sectors of the populace 

found that 53% supported the opening of stores in city centres on Shabbat; 77% of 
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' seculars' ,  4 1% of 'traditional' Jews, and only 6% of ' Orthodox' . Given that the vast 

majority of shops in city centres still close, and the importance of Shabbat as a day of rest 

and source of cultural identification for all sectors of the populace (business openings are 

currently concentrated in outlying malls) this level of support for store openings from both 

the traditional and secular populace is extraordinary and indicative of wider kulturkampf 

tensions. Such figures also give lie to the confusion of obseJVance with an absence of 

societal cleavages in the Guttman Report (Levy, Levinsolm & Katz 1 993 : 1 ). The struggle 

over Shabbat has several distinct, disassociated aspects which win selective support from 

the secular public. Mall, movie and other business openings generally garner the most 

support from secular and traditionalist I sraelis who throng malls on Saturdays, offsetting 

the occasional costs of fines imposed by Shabbat inspectors from the I nterior and Labour 

and Social Affairs ministries. 

The second issue is that of street closures on Shabbat. A typical Shabbat road closure 

conflict sees a Mexican standoff with police who have been called to prevent ultra­

Orthodox yeshiva boys pelting offending vehicles with stones, dirty nappies and garbage, 

usually batoning secular counter-protestors. The police know that they cannot do anything 

to the yeshiva boys as any arrests made are overturned by local rabbis springing their 

charges shortly thereafter, usually having threatened the local mayor with a coalition crisis. 

This brings to light an important aspect of the struggle over .%abbat. Central 

govemment has dumped this intractable problem onto local councils (Cohen & Don-Yehiya 

1 986:209-2 1 0). Several cities are increasingly faced with the unenviable task of finding 

some way of accomodating both strong ultra-Orthodox council lobbies and their secular 

opponents (Meretz and ot11er secularist parties often fare far better in local than national 

elections). They usually opt to placate the ultra-Orthodox. 

This was the consistent pattem in Jemsalem in the past decade with Mayor Olmert 

proving amenable to Orthodox efforts to close roads, providing Orthodox educational 

institutes and building projects with strong support, both financial and bureaucratic, and 

stymieing Progressive and ConseJVative efforts to expand their institutional base at the 

behest of the ultra-Orthodox council faction. With the bloc vote of the 30% of Jerusalem 

residents who are ultra-Orthodox for their candidate, Uri Lupoliansky, J erusalem became 

(in October 2003) the first major mixed secular-religious city in Israel to come under the 
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emotion not to go on a bus on Saturday . . . the government will have to supply a bus if they 

say it hurts their emotions. 

Avi : Yeah, it's very bad because young people cannot go to pubs . . . On Saturday moming 

all . . .  Israelis go to the beach. They can't go by bus, this is the thing that most me'atzben 

[annoying] . 

Boaz: . . .  they try to limit freedom of movement . . .  you don't have public transportation. 

They put all kinds of restrictions on [things] that would help the citizens have a more free 

and open lifestyle. 

New Sabbath legislation was passed in the Knesset to protect Sabbath observance in 

the 1 980s due to religious parties holding the balance of power in recurrent coalitions. El AI 

was grounded on Shabbat with efforts to overturn this legislation receiving strong support 

(64%) in the Jemsalem Post poll (Horowitz & Lissak 1989:160; Sharansky 1 996 : 1 39; 

Jemsalem Post, 1 5/9/00). Other Israeli airlines flew more flights on Shabbat underlining 

the fact common to many kulturkampl struggles that the import of such efforts, for the 

religious, lies in maintaining the power to detennine and enforce public behaviour rather 

than in any principled stand to encourage religiosity or ensure the Jewish character of the 

state. It is also important to recognise that these disputes are largely played out in secular 

neighbourhoods. No one I spoke to in Meretz sought to prevent road closures on Shabbat in 

entirely religious areas (aside from arterial routes between secular neighbourhoods) and no 

cafe, movie tJteatre, pub or mall has ever opened in religious neighbourhoods on Saturdays, 

or ever will. Very few 'pious' Jews own TVs, let alone watch them on Sabbath and none 

would be able to make it to Ben Gurion Airport on Saturdays, let alone take a flight. 

Most clashes over road openings occur where ultra-Orthodox neighbourhoods abut 

roads used by the secular public, or grow to encompass roads connecting secular 

neighbourhoods. Meretz has been active in supporting the rights of secular residents to use 

these roads and regularly organises counter-demonstrations when ultra-Orthodox try to 

close them but most activists share the opinion that limited road closures are acceptable: 
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Amnon: . . .  inside the inner streets of definitely religious places or cities, where secular 

people usually . . .  don't . . .  go through, I don't mind them to be closed. If they want to live 

l ike tlus let them . . .  But there was a case . . .  many years ago, but a famous one, he tried to 

enter from K vish Geah to Hashomer Street. And tbey didn't know it, they put a cable across 

the street and the bloody cable just killed him because of it. 

The most famous road closure case in recent years has been Bar Ilan Street in 

Jerusalem, a vital road connecting different parts of the city which has been persistently 

seen as a casus belli by both secular and haredi Jerusalemites. I participated in one of 

several rall ies held there. This demonstration followed the spraying of tear gas at passing 

cars by ultra-Orthodox rioters (Jerusalem Post, l l/7/99). We were kept away from the 

street itself by a request from Meretz' leaderslup to avoid violent confrontations and due to 

the provisions of our permit - orgatusers of all public demonstrations are required to obtain 

a permit from police in which place and numbers expected are stipulated. However a small 

band of activists from the local snif did make it to the street itself and were pelted with 

stones by rioting yeshiva boys, one ending up in hospital after receiving a gash to the head. 

Trouble flared again in Bar Ilan St. in 2003 as haredim tested the willingness of the 

new mayor to support the 1 997 Supreme Court ruling which specified that traffic should be 

allowed to use the street outside synagogue services hours (Haaretz., 28/7 /03). A Meretz 

poster was created showing a frightening sea of black hats from the huge ultra-Orthodox 

demonstration against tl1e Supreme Court. It was designed to attract seculars both to a 

demonstration against the Bar Ilan riots and support for Meretz. In my opinion, it is a 

profoundly anti-religious image and I remember feeling uncomfortable when I first saw it .  

Below, Ari speaks of his arrest at another Jerusalem road-closure demonstration. The 

pattern of police behaviour is typical and reserved for secular-leftist demonstrators: 

Ari: . . .  all the policemen . . .  told us to "Get out get out, we, we will keep the quiet here". The 

first time we got out but . . .  they let the ultra-Orthodox to keep the road closed so we came 

and we wanted to open the road and the police didn't allowed it. And also one policeman 

on a horse . . .  was beating me with his foot . . .  all the media couldn't see because the horse i s  
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keeping the leg along the wall . . .  so I pulled, I had a Israeli flag in my hands "Oh, stop that, 

stop hitting, hitting, stop kicking me and stop".  I kick him so I think he didn't like it. 

D: You whacked him with the flag? 

A: Yeah . . .  I got arrested. They sent me to the police station . . .  I sat and . . .  I said that I 

didn't  know why I ' m  there, I didn't do anything . . .  they wanted me to say something in 

writing . . .  They want me to say that I won't  be there for one month on Saturday. So I didn't 

agree, I said "I didn't do anything, why, and if you want me not to be there take me to a 

judge and a judge will decide. You are . . .  a police officer you are not to decide" . . .  and he 

told me "OK, we're taking you to a judge" and trying to . . .  make me threats. And I.. . still 

didn ' t  give it . . .  to him. 

Figure 4: A Meretz protest against haredi efforts to close Bar IJan St. 

On the twentieth of February 2000 a new supennarket, targeted to appeal to tourists 

and Shabbat shoppers opened a couple of hundred metres down the road from where I was 

living in Jerusalem's central Midrahof shopping precinct. Despite the operation of more 

tl1an one lnmdred pubs, restaurants, c1ubs and kiosks in the city on Shabbat, the size and 

centrality of Drugstore 2000 made its opening an obvious snub to the haredi population's 

crumbling control over Sabbath observance in secular areas of the city. Indeed, a haredi 

weekly, Yom Hashishi called the establishment of the supermarket a "ticking time bomb" 

(Jerusalem Post, 9/4/99). The next month, Labour Minister Eli Yishai met with four of the 

city' s  deputy mayors to plot a strategy for fighting Shabbat violations in Jerusalem, 

promising to convene a meeting of the religious parties in the Knesset, tl1e chief rabbis, and 

the Jerusalem city council for this  pm-pose (Jemsalem Post, 9/4/99). Notl1ing came of this 

aside from some steep fines imposed by Druse h1terior Ministry inspectors which were 
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avoided by the Jewish owner during the foll owing weeks through his selling the store to his 

Arab employees for the Sabbath, then buying it back on Sundays. The failure of the store 

opening to stir up the predicted level of haredi opposition is an important sign of the 

weakening resolve of the religious sector in the face of a widespread disregard for laws 

demanding the closure of businesses on Saturdays. The secular parties were primed for a 

fight: I participated in a couple of Meretz demonstrations opposite the store to support the 

owner but there was little trouble, the worst violence being a brief scuftle outside between a 

haredi man and a Meretz activist which was snapped by a photographer and gained 

notoriety well beyond its actual import. I did not see a single religious counter­

demonstrator at the rallies I attended. 

Figure 5: A bumper sticker: "Shabbat: My free day. Meretz" 
Tn March 2000, the Meretz mayor of Herzliya, Yael Gennan, was denounced on 

posters appearing in synagogues throughout the city by 'The Committee for the Sabbath ' 

for allowing businesses to operate for the first time on Shabbat. This move was described 

by the group as constituting a «change in the status quo" (Jerusalem Post, 1 7/3/00). Further 

bills decried cuts in the budget for Torah culture and for the kollelim calling on religious 

Herzylians "to oppose the budget proposal of the religion-hating regime" (Jemsalem Post, 

1 7/3/00). Gennan responded by saying that «We will take care to ho11or the religious 

population but at the same time we will enable tbe secular population freedom to live as it 

pleases" (Jerusalem Post, 1 7/3/00). 

It may appear from the events and opm10ns related above that Meretzniks are 

unanimous in their support for the opening of businesses on Shabbat. This is far from the 

case. In fact, opinions 011 whether businesses should be allowed to operate 011 Saturdays are 

split with a tendency, if any, towards support for the opening of only a limited number of 

shops. The general impression I formed from these responses i s  that the present status quo 
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of the limited opening of malls, restaurants and places of entertainment, alongside the 

provision of public transport, would satisfy many, though not all. Several backed Shulamit 

Aloni's antagonism to Meretz' official policy of full support for businesses operating on 

Saturdays, which, it sometimes seems is held more as an appositional kulturkampf 'tlag' to 

gain votes rather than as an essential ideological issue of freedom against religious 

repressiOn: 

I argued with my friends in Meretz who were demonstrating against closing the 

shopping mall in Ram at A viv on Shabbat. What fooli shness. If a mall was built 

near my home, I 'd  demonstrate against opening it on Shabbat. Why do we need 

commerce on Shabbat? Public transportation, yes. Cafes and places of 

entertainment, yes. But one day a week businesses should be closed ( Shulamit 

Aloni cited in The Jemsalem Report 24/4/00 :24-26). 

Danny: I hate the fact tlmt Saturday . . .  if I need something urgent you J1ave to wait until 

Saturday' s  over because l, there's not an open shop to be seen. 

Ran: The issue of. . work in Shabhat . . .  l see it as a social law because . . .  if you don't keep 

people . . .  in the law one day '1 week . . .  of holiday or whatever, will cause . . .  the upper 

class . . .  to convert the lower class to . . .  how do you call it - ekh omrim avadim ['how do 

you say slaves']? . . .  So it's  not a religious thing, I don't care if . . .  it will be on Sunday, 

Monday, Tuesday, whatever, but just a, a day of. . . .l don't think . . .  that . . .  Meretz does the 

right thing in this issue . . .  I don't thinks that all of the demonstrations that Meretz organise 

is right . . .  I know what's Meretz' interests . . .  in this kind of work and . . .  I don't  think its 

right. Meretz' interests is that in generally is that the conflict, haredim-hilonim, will be . . .  as 

long as it could be because Meretz get lots of votes from it. 

Ran's  cynicism regarding Meretz' stand on Shabbat shopping strikes me as true to the 

mark and l was also impressed by his awareness of the social impact o such a change, 

seemingly ill thought through by the party ' s  policy-making bodies. His criticism was 

echoed by otl1ers: 
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The Haredi Draft Exemption 

Few kulturkamp.f issues have received as much media coverage in recent years as the 

haredi draft exemption . Under the status quo agreement yeshiva students were granted 

exemption from conscription as long as they remained in Torah academies., a situation that 

led to the progressive impoverishment (alongside an explosive growth in the number of 

yeshivot, kollelim, and student numbers) of harnli society through reliance on government 

stipends as men stayed on in Torah academies to avoid the draft, forcing many ultra­

Orthodox women into tbe work:force (Horowitz & Lissak 1989: l 40; Jerusalem Post, 

30/6/99; Jerusalem Post, 12/5/00). TI1e issue is presented by tlte secular press as one of 

great moment for secular and nationaJ-religjous Israelis, symbolic of the, perceiv� 

parasitic nature of haredi society. The secularist parties and Labour have sought to deepen 

public disaffection with the draft exemption identifying the issue as a potential vote getter. 

It is also aJmost the only topic that unites the secular right and left in righteous Zionist 

indignation, "my conscience doesn't allow me to support the Tal bill, which will perpetuate 

inequality in terms of carrying the burden" (Ariel Sharon cited in Haaretz, 4/1/01). A 

Jerusalem Post editorial (2/5/99) argued that, "The ballooning phenomenon of haredi draft 

deferments represents a triple blow to Israeli society, from a non-baredi perspective: It 

exacerbates a gross inequality regarding army service, robs the economy of a potentially 

productive work force, and increases poverty, thereby draining government resources" .  

Ehud Barak's campaign platfom1 in 1 999 incJuded a can to end the haredi draft 

exemption. Meretz made it an issue in coalition negotiations, and this political bot potato 

was thrown to the Tal Commission and Supreme Court to handle, neither of which showed 

any great desire to mle one way or the other. It was the Supreme Court's efforts at 

sidestepping the issue in 1 998 that led to the current imbroglio. The justices finally 

recognised the unsustainability of the temporary measures put in place to defer political 

crises over the exemption, ruling in December 1 998 that the government bad one year to 

legislate haredi draft deferments before conscription would become compulsory (Jerusalem 

Post, 20/6/99; Haaretz, 2417/0 1 ). Desperate pleas for more time gained recurrent 

governments breathing space before the issue was fmally forced and fobbed off onto the 

Tal Commission which submitted its findings in April 2000 (Haaretz, 24n/O l ). The Tal 

Commission recommended that at the age of 23 yeshiva students should have the choice 
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opmwn, when its consequences are considered. Roi's comments reflect the strong 

collectivist mentality in secular Israeli society, a hangover from classical Zionism that has 

weakened considerably but lives on in attitudes to anny service and a more general sense of 

having to do something to build and protect the country. There is a feeling that Israeli 

society is in a sense an unfinished project which each individual must give of themselves to 

complete. 

Roi : They shouldn't get the money because they are haredim, they should get the money 

because they don't have anything . . .  And you have to make a rule that the country helps 

only the people that helps her. That only if you're going to the army and served to the 

cmmtry and helping to the nation you can get something from it . . . if they don't want to get 

to the army, OK, get to work. I don't have to give you money to leam . . .  and you don't give 

anything to the country. 

D :  Right . . .  are there other ways of giving to the country that you . . .  

R: Yeah, not only just going to the anny . . .  helping hospitals, clean the streets . . .  going to 

schools and help the little children cross the road . . .  You can think about many works they 

can do not in the army. I don't sure I want them in the army. If they are going to the army 

the army . . .  all the food there "No, this is not kosher, you're not allowed to eat it" and all .  

D: So the army will be changed by them being in it? 

R: Yeah. 

Boaz: They're not going to be forced to work they're just not going to. Now the problem is 

that it' s a very poor society because they're not allowed to work because if they go to work 

then the army' s  going to say, "Hey, you're not learning you're going to work". I don't want 

them in the army. I don't think the army needs them. I think it's dangerous to have religious 

fanatics in the army . . .  I think that if somebody's wearing a kippa he shouldn't be recruited 

to the army because he's  dangerous [laughs], that's my perspec6ve. 

Moshe and Ophir take a different tack below, diverging from the respondents above in 

showing the influence of Meretz' civil rights heritage in their argumentation. This 

perspective is rarely related to the army where a collectivist orientation tends to prevail, at 
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The implementation of universal conscription is not an essential change for most 

Meretz activists who are much more passionate about religious coercion where it has an 

i mpact on l ifestyle and matters of personal status. This is an important point to remember 

when considering how secular Israelis cohere as a group and brings out the effect of class 

tastes and the maintenance and furthering of 'lifestyle choices'15 as a key factor in the Israeli 

kulturkampf It is no accident that the poor are increasingly voting for parties that stand 

outside the old Revisionist-Labour elite and promise the allevia6on of suffering, both 

temporal and spiritual .  The upper and upper-middle classes split their vote between various 

liberal parties (Meretz included) that proffer greater freedoms in their public lives and 

advocate the twin freedoms of capital and lifestyle. 

The Home Front: Fighting for Towns and Neighbourhoods 

The Israeli kufturkampf is fiercest at the local level due to the centra] government 

having dumped a lot of the problems related to religious-secular divisions onto local 

government. We have discussed above the ability of religious ministers in government� and 

religious factions on local councils to make and break coalitions and gamer budgets and 

permits for the extension of their power and institutional base in towns and cities. Here we 

will look at but a few of the hundreds of kulturkampfbattles every year at municipal level. 

On my first day as an activist in Tel Aviv I attended two demonstrations. The first was 

in Kfar Chabad, t11e second at t11e site of a religious institution being built across the street 

from a predominantly secular neighbourhood in Rehovot. Organised by Meretz, and Am 

Hqf-<>hi ('A Free People') - a secularist NGO with strong links to both Meretz and Shinui -

the demonstration expressed the fears of secular residents that their neighbourhood would 

be gradually turned into a haredi, observant area. This has happened in other cities and 

towns where a pattern of religious educational institution establishment, mass-busing, then 

a gradual take-over of neighbourhoods has taken place (though sometimes the reverse 

happens with secular neighbourhoods encroaching on religious areas poss1bly through rises 

in housing prices where apartments are largely freehold). Rehovot is a mixed city and it is 

only recently that religious-secular tensions have been on the rise, with the conflict in the 

15freedom from religious coercion with regards to travel, shopping, personal status choices, and 
from excessive taxation, bureaucracy and the constant economic and social disruption of war. 
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shifting coalitions of interest involved in local kulturkampf struggles. Also important is the 

reference to lifestyle in Ziv's statement of opposition: "We are objecting because of damage 

to the qlmlity of life not because of religious issues" (Jerusalem Post,. 30/7/99). They 

received no help from the right wing parties and turned to Meretz, Shinui and Am Hofslli as 

a last resort only after a number of angry city hall meetings debatin g  whether to seek 

secularist help. 

With construction proceeding apace residents were fi1med tearing down and trampling 

the fence surrmmding the complex and the rebuilt fence was covered with protest graffiti 

when we arrived for the demonstration. The demonstration itself was extremely passionate. 

I helped set up speakers and banners and held Meretz placards as recurrent speakers, 

standing on the top of a van, attacked the complex as an example of haredi coercion. 

Banners made by local residents read «It i s  a mitzva to :tight haredi coercion" and a ""Kol/e/ 

in a secular neighbourhood equals a discotheque in a haredi one" (Jerusalem Post, 3017/99). 

Meretz figures such as Shimrit Or - a lyricist and secular activist who 1ed the successful 

opposition to a similar Shas complex the year before in Pardes Hana - set the tone of 

proceedings : "We are at war. . . This war is fought at different places. but it is a war for all of 

us, all across the land. We are at the front and we must fight this war" (Jerusalem Post, 

30/7/99). The demonstration itself spilJed out onto the road next to the bwlding site which 

gave the opportunity for passing Orthodox motorists to vent their spleen at the attendees. 

One driver tried to drive his car into the protesters and was only saved from a beating by 

policeman who forced him to drive on. 

One protestor puBs another away from the tJir that. 1ried to run over 
demonstrators at the Yovel rally 
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destruction of families. No mother wants her daughter to marry an Arab" (Jerusalem Post, 

1 7  /3/00). In Jerusalem in March 200 1 ,  the ultra-Orthodox factions forced Mayor Ehud 

Olmert to delay and eventually stymie the Reform bailout of a city school. Local Meretz 

faction head, Pepe Alou, railed against the initial delay as "a severe blow for the secular 

residents of the city. They can't impose their kind of education on us" and threatened to 

take the issue to the Supreme Court (Haaretz, 3/5/0 1 ). 

Local religious councils have been the site of intense conflict in recent years . 

Secularists have succeeded in winning a series of court orders destroying the long-held 

Orthodox monopoly on council seats - a monopoly supported by the Likud and Labour who 

always gave their allocated seats on these bodies to the Orthodox. Meretz often gives its 

religious council seats to members of the Reform or Conservative religious communities. 

What resulted was gridlock as Orthodox councillors refused to sit on the same council as 

secular members or representatives of liberal Judaism. By April 2000 the Ra'anana 

religious council had not had a meeting for 1 6  months (Jerusalem Post, 1 4/4/00). 

In July 1 999, after 10 years of court battles against the Jerusalem city council and 

Religious Affairs Ministry, Rabbi Ehud Bandel, the Meretz-backed Conservative 

representative, won his bid to be installed as a religious COWlcillor. The Jerusalem city 

council ignored the Supreme Court order to this effect in then proceeding to select five 

haredi coWlcillors (Jerusalem Post, 1 6/7/99; Jerusalem Post, 1 4/4/00). Religious Affairs 

Minister Beiliu was then forced to renominate Baudel - alongside a Reform rabbi - to the 

council again on the 22rul of September 2000. This is an example of the lack of respect paid 

the justice system generally by religious and their secular allies and the extent to which the 

Supreme Court is called in to adjudicate in conflicts encouraged by local and central 

government paralysis and corruption (Haaretz, 22/9/00). Talks are now (October 2003) 

underway to scrap religious councils altogether, a move that would, paradoxically, suit the 

Orthodox by allowing them to maintain their stranglehold on the provision of religious 

services and the determination of local religious affairs. 
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Ba'alei Teshuvah : A Threat to Secular Israel? 

Figure 7: A Meretz activist argues with a Olabad 
proselytiser outside a secular schooL 

"A child for a child" 

Few things are more frightening 

for secular Israeli parents than the 

idea of their children being spirited 

away by haredi proselytisers to a 

yeshiva only to reappear sometime 

l ater as ha'alei teshuvah (newly 

religious). This fear i s  very real . 

Ultra-Orthodox recruiters pick teens 

off the street or from in front of high 

schools on Friday mornings and 

most secular lsrael is know of 

people, or even friends and family 

who have been converted to ultra-

Orthodoxy. This happened to a 

friend of ours in Meretz, his 

seventeen year old brother leaving 

for Jemsalem to join a Shas yeshiva there. Distraught, the family tumed to Meretz and 

through contacts they were able to engage an ex-Chabad rabbi, who was a proselytiser 

himself before becoming secular, who was able to tell them how to get him back 

In March 2000 Meretz received word that Chabad proselytisers were moving i n  on 

high school and university students in Ramat Aviv, a secular suburb in north Tel Aviv.  On 

Friday the 1 7th we organised to confront the proselytisers and prevent them from carrying 

out this i l1ega1 activity outside the security gates of high schools as kids were l eaving 

school. We piled into the Meretz cars and went on a bit of a wild goose chase around the 

suburb before eventually finding three Chabadnikim proselytising in front of a teclmical 

high school just down the road from the tmiversity. A few non-aligned secular protesters 

who were there before us urged us to physically attack the Chabadnikim but we said that 

we couldn't and wouldn't. However, we made it very hard for them to proselytise, standing 

around arguing with them , handing out Meretz lollipops, hanging a banner that read 'Israel 
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will not become Iran' and basically putting on a show of strength that prevented all but a 

couple of students from laying tefillin as intended by the Chabadnikim. 

Figure 8: "Israel wiU not become Iran" 
We called the police to come and force them to leave and were shocked when the 

policeman that did turn up was Orthodox himself and tried to force us to leave first. We 

refused to go until we were sure that the proselytisers were also leaving, which they 

eventually did. I did not hear of them returning in following weeks though they obviously 

did as the Tel Aviv Municipality was forced to impose a by-law in June banning Chabad 

from setting up booths in Ramat Aviv on Fridays following pressure from Meretz 

councilors, the neighbourhood council and a citizens' movement called 'Voice of the Silent 

Majority' (Haaretz, 5/6/00). Likewise, a Chabad college established in the secular Beit 

Milman university dorms at Tel Aviv University in order to proselytise residents was 

closed by the city council in April (Jerusalem Post, 14/4/00). 

It is very difficult to get an idea of the number of conversions to religiosity and of 

religious turning to secularism and of how this will impact, if at all, on the future make-up. 

of Israeli society. Here one of my research participants talks of his role as coordinator of 

Hillel and the difficulties faced by many who leave ultra-Orthodoxy. At the end of this 

piece he uses election and army figures to intimate a secular haemorrhaging of ultra­

Orthodox and national-religious society respectively: 

Tibi : Hillel it's an organisation to help people from the ultra-Orthodox to get out from the 

ultra-Orthodox and to have some kind of road to the secular. The person who get out of the 

ultra-Orthodox or leaving the ultra-Orthodox society leaving a society that telling you 

whatever you need to do, to know . . .  They describe what you're going to do every time of 

your day and every day of your life . . .  we're saying that people who get out from that it's 
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the latter seems of the greater import for the future of Israeli society despite the obvious 

trauma also experienced by secular parents in facing the prospect of a child lost to ultra­

Orthodoxy. 

Barak' s Civil Reform Package 

The vital debate over the role of religion has now begun in earnest. Once again, 

Ehud Barak has provided the trigger, but in this case for the wrong reasons and at 

the wrong time . . .  prompted not only be the need to control the public agenda . . .  

but also by the desire to stem the flow of Labor Party supporters to Meretz and 

Shinui (Meretz MK Naomi Chazan cited in Jerusalem Post, 1 5/9/00). 

On August 1 9th 2000, with his government on its last legs, PM Barak announced a 

sweeping programme of civil reforms to a meeting of Labour leaders. TI1e new agenda 

included the promulgation of a constitution, the elimination of the nationality criteria on 

Israeli ID cards, national service for Arabs and haredim, compulsory education in 

citizenship, English and maths in state-ftmded yeshivot, civil marriage and burial and the 

abolition of the Religious Affairs Ministry. This package was soon amended with the 

inclusion of Shabbat buses (dropped almost immediately) and El A1 flights (Jerusalem Post, 

1 5/9/00; Haaretz, 1 5/9/00). The new slate of proposed refonns was wildy popular with the 

public. 

Because of the way in which the new programme was presented by the media as a 

'secular revolution' even the moderate Meimad threatened to leave the 'One Israel' list they 

shared with Gesher and Labor. This decision to leave was never forced as the reform 

package was never legislated and the whole affair proved to have as much substance as a 

phantasm with only the temporary destruction of the Religious Affairs Ministry following 

Barak's bold declaration of intent. This failure had a great deal to do with the murky 

internal politics of Labour, with hearts quailing at the thought of losing religious party 

coalition support and votes - extraordinary considering the loug-tenn haredi bloc-vote for 

the right and proven unreliability of the religious parties in coalition (Haaretz, 1 / 1 2/00; 
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stands as one element of a platform on which the left-centre secular parties can eventually 

win re-election, the second being the negotiated settlement worked out between Labour, 

Shahar and Meretz doves and their Palestinian partners in Geneva. We now turn to the deep 

implication of Jewish identity politics and kulturkampfin the struggle over the Occupation. 
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Chapter 4: An Occupied Identity 

In this chapter we explore the role of the Occupation and associated identity groups in the 

Israeli kulturkampf It is argued that the invasion of the West Bank and Gaza precipitated 

the fall of Labour-Zionist hegemony in identity politics bringing to the fore a new 

leadership sector, the national-religious, who, propelled by a wave of messianic 

expectation, led Israel towards a more particularistic and xenophobic understanding of 

Jewish identity. Here we discuss the role of Kookist theo-ideology, Gush Emunim (The 

Bloc of the Fauthful'), Meir Kahane, the secular ultra-nationalist right and the peace 

movement in the kulturkampf struggle and consider the Palestinian-Israeli identity 

dichotomy as a central component of Jewish-Israeli identity politics. Interviewee views on 

peace, the Occupation, the Palestinians, the right wing and the Rabin assassination are 

investigated. 

In positing the change in orientation of large population sectors such as the national­

religious and ultra-Orthodox generalisation is unavoidable and should be acknowledged. 

For example, I am aware that many national-religious and most settlers do not share in the 

messianic expectations and ultra-nationalist tendencies that have tended to characterise the 

s ettler leadership and 

that ruany ultra­

Orthodox movements 

still have no interest in 

Zionist nationalism. 

However a loose 

political and identity 

coalition between the 

two movements does 

exist and should be 

acknowledged insofar 

as it impacts on this 

dissertation, and the 

Figure 9: Meretz & Peace Now protest at a Tel Aviv meeting of 
llaredi and settler rabbis hosted by Chabad 

increasing haredisation of national-religious and nationalism of haredim should be 

i nvestigated. 
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A recent Haaretz study (24/9/03) exposes the massive cost to the economy of 

supporting the settlement effort at a time when welfare cuts and mass layoffs are the nonn 

in Israel proper. It puts the cost of non-military outlays to the settlements as 45 billion 

shekels 16 since 1 967, 2 .5 billion annually in recent years, 10000 shekels for each settler. In 

2002 the Israeli Defence Forces proposed a budget of 170 million shekels for the defence of 

settlements, a figure that elides the true military cost of the occupation as it fails to cover 

the plethora of military activities in the Territories, the cost of extended miluim (reserve 

service) and the maintenance of military bases. 

1967: New Zion 

The sweepmg military victory of 1967 over Jordan, Syria and Egypt won Israel 

territories in the West Bank associated with the Jewish kingdoms of the Biblical period. 

Both the Revisionist and national-religious camps had long coveted the West Bank, but its 

actual possession had always seemed something of an unrealisable dream to all but the 

hardcore radical right of both movements. Given the marginality of both camps in a state 

long dominated by Mapai (Labour Party) it seemed unlikely that either would gain pre­

eminence in little under a decade despite the atrophying of Labour-Ziouism as an 

ideological camp, but this was exactly what happened. 

Classical Zionism, and the pre-state pioneering period in particular, is  looked upon 

with great nostalgia by the majority of Israelis as a golden period which was the font of 

much that is good about modern Israeli society (Sprinzak 199 1 :  296). The romantic image 

of the early pioneer redeeming the wilderness - itself presented as uninhabited or grossly 

under-utilised - through suffering, hard work and heroic self-defence is one that is common 

to colonial societies such as South Africa and New Zealand and the same is true for Israel. 

The development of moshavim and kibbutzim (collective settlements) made the 

establishment of the Israeli state possible through the appropriation of Arab lands, and were 

vital in the defence of the new state in 1948 - a fact that should not be under-estimated 

when considering contemporary attitudes to withdrawal from the Occupied Territories. 

As we have seen, the Labour-Zionist parties actively encouraged the cult of the pioneer 

as a simulacrum of their own vitality as a leadership group, and as a reminder of their 

16 The shekel was standing at a rate of 4.8 to the US$ at time of writing. 
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mystical Judaism for succour should be seen as apostasy by most haredi rabbis and ignored 

by secular society. 

The progenitor of historiographic national-religious messianism was Rabbi Al. Kook, 

a follower of Lurianic Cabbalism. He was the first to transform the concept of guided 

personal ascension through mystical experience into a wider vision encompassing secular 

Jews as unknowing agents of world redemption; "the community of Israel hoJds within 

itself the divine good, not for itself alone but for the whole world" (Kook 1 978:xi, 92). 

From his influential position as Asbkenazi Chief Rabbi be called for the unification of the 

Jewish people and for recognition of their commonalities (Kook 1 978: 10, 20; (Sharot 

1 982 :226-227). Kook was scathing in his attacks on Orthodox Judaism's failure to respond 

to the challenges of modernity, his writings exhibiting the influence of the Haskala on his 

understanding of the state of orthodox religiosity; 

The fact that we conceive of religious faith in a distorted form, petty and dark, is 

responsible for atheism's rise to influence. This is the reason that the providential 

pattern of building the world includes a place for atheism and its related notions . . .  

By including the good that i s  embraced i n  the theoretical concepts of atheism, 

religious faith reaches its fullest perfection (Kook 1978: 148). 

This extraordinary and courageous sacralisation of secularity as possessing at least 

some of the "divine sparks" that if recognised and channelled can contribute to the 

salvation of the world was unprecedented and brought down upon Kook the wrath of other 

Ha/akhic authorities who branded him a heretic - which does not have the same meaning in 

Judaism as in much of Christianity as authority is based on tradition and consensus not 

doctrine. This understanding of the role to be played by all Jews in the coming of the 

Messiah led, through logical progression, to Kook's recognition of the Zionist project and 

the instih1tions and bodies of the new Yishuv and future state. Nonetheless, Avraham Kook 

( 1 97 8 :  1 1 ) was highly critical of the diminution of Jewish identity to its nationalist 

component and was fully convinced that the redemptive period would see the return of all 

Jews to Halakhic observance. 
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A I .  Kook set the stage for I sraeli  religious ultra-nationalism and irredentism through 

his insistence on the active participation of religious in the Zionist enterprise and his 

identification of nation-building in Eretz Yisrael with the imminent arrival of the Messiah 

(Kook 1 97 8 : 337).  Later re-interpretations of his teachings by his son Zvi Yehudah and 

students at A I .  Kook's Jemsalem yeshiva, Mercaz Harav provided the theological 

underpinnings for a new religious-Zionist territorial maximalism. The dissemination of the 

new ultra-nationalist agenda was facilitated by the maintenance of a separate, ideologically 

committed, national-religious educational system. 

The conquests of 1 967 led to the explosion and elaboration of messianic expectations 

amongst the national-religious population, and the radicalisation of the camp as a whole. 

Much of this elaboration took place at Yeshivat Mercaz Harav whose graduates had been 

progressively taking over the leadership of the national-religious education system in the 

1 960s (Sprinzak 1 99 1  :50).  Rabbi Z .  Y. Kook, who was to rise to prominence as the leading 

spiritual authority in the early settlement movement, was said by students and graduates of 

the yeshiva to have prophesied the Israeli conquest of the West Bank following a speech he 

gave in May 1 967 accusing the state of being satisfied with a mutilated and crippled Israel 

devoid of its holy places and cities (Newman 1 985 : 1 20- 1 2 1  ; Mergu.i & Simmonot 

1 987 : 1 25) .  

Zvi Yehudah's followers became missionaries of the new redemptive Zionism within 

their community and created and took up the leadership of the settlement movement, a pre­

eminence they maintain at the time of writing. Where his father described the Jewish 

people as being on the path to redemption, Zvi Y ehudah believed that the conquest of the 

West Bank signalled that the Jewish people had achieved redemption and that the arrival of 

the Messiah was at hand. The redemptive period had already passed through the first two of 

three stages - the first, a "repentance of fear" involved the return to Eretz Yisrael of the 

Jews and the second, the national resurrection in which the land and people were to be 

joined in a symbiotic relationship - and had reached the final stage, the "repentance of love" 

(Lawrence 1 989: 1 37) .  The responsibility for speeding this inevitable historical process lies 

with the Jewish people as a whole through holding fast to the laud given to them by God 

and through repentance and a return to religious observance. Thus the unity of the 

redemptive Trinity, Am (People), Torah and Eretz would be assured. The tenor of the 
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resultant fundamentalist ultra-nationalism was triumphal, intransigent and aggressive in its 

understanding of the Jews as a chosen people: "I tell you explicitly that the Torah forbids us 

to surrender even one inch of our l iberated land. . .  There is no Arab land here, only the 

inl1eritance of our God - and the more the world gets used to this thought the better it will 

be for them and for all of us'' (Z. Y. Kook cited in Harkabi 1988 : 1 48). 

Harkabi notes that Nahmanides' commentary on Maimonides that; "We are commanded 

to inllerit the land that God gave to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and must not 

leave it in the hands of any other nation" (Harkabi 1988: 1 48) is used by many in the 

religious camp to argue against withdrawal from the Occupied Territories: "The main thrust 

of the commandment is conquest by the state, Jewish national rule in the holy territory 

(Z.Y. Kook cited in Harkabi 1 988 : 1 48). The stage was set for a new generation of settlers 

to take up the torch of pioneering, to bend the state's wi11 to their own and to defy it where 

it chose not to follow. 

Gush Emunim ('Bloc of the Faithful') 

Gush Emunim was formally established in 1 974, emerging from a pressure group 

within the NRP (Sharot 1 982:229). The new movement's manifesto called for the 

acquisition and settlement of all Eretz Yisrael according to the borders described in Genesis 

chapter 1 5, thus requiring the conquest of territories beyond those acquired in 1 967 

(Sprinzak 1 99 1 : 1 1 3- 1 1 4). Its leaders, many of whom were graduates of Mercaz Harav 

imbued with the Kookist ideo-theology, argued that the messianic process had begun and 

could be seen in a plethora of signs; the conquest of Jerusalem and the holy sites in the 

West Bank, the ingathering of the 'exiles' and the fructuation of the Land tllrough Jewish 

settlement (Sharot 1982:230). Since all of Eretz Yisrael is holy, settlement in all its parts is 

a mitzvah attendant on all Jews and a pre-condition for redemption (Silberstein 1 993 :32). 

What set Gush Emunim apart from other religious Zionist groups was its emphasis on 

settlement and its strategic brilliance in organisation., politicking and public relations that 

made it the first religious movement to garner substantial support from the secular right. 

The Gush leadership decided early on a loose organisational structure, an emphasis on 

actual settlement activity, and to hitch the Gush to as many right wing and national­

religious political parties as possible making the movement all but impossible to attack 
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i nstitutionally, immune to the rise and fall  of different parties in Knesset, and very difficult 

for the government to oppose in terms of settlement activities. There is no organised 

membership or single representative organisation. The Gush exists as a theo-ideological 

stream capable of coalescing at any time with adherents in command of the institutions of 

the settlement movement. This institutionalised power and diffuse structure allow the Gush 

to provide direction and resources to the settlements while avoiding direct implication in 

atrocities inflicted on t11e Palestinian population by its fo1lowers. A large minority of t11e 

secular public took the Gush and its settlement activity to heart. This was vital to the 

movement's success, as was the open support of the Likud. Such was the success of Gush 

Emunim that its settlement arm Amana's 1 978 settlement plan, aimed at establishing 

1 00,000 settlers in the West Bank within 1 0  years, formed the basis of WZO and Ministry 

of Agriculture policy in the territories, an extraordinary achievement for an organisation 

only one year old (Silberstein 1 993 : 1 34 ;  Sprinzak 1 99 1 : 1 28). 

No government has been able to stop Gush settlement activities or has really shown the 

gumption for a direct confrontation. Indeed, despite Oslo and the promises made there and 

since to h alt settlement activities, not a sing}e established settlement has been evacuated 

and in the past ten years the settler population in the West Bank and Gaza has doubled to 

close to 220,000. Most of these settlers are not directly affiliated with Gush Emunim but 

l ive under its aegis as the Gush control s  all West Bank regional councils and the vital 

patronage the settlements receive through ministerial and other budgets . The 'invisible 

realm' of Gush Emunim institutions is extremely powerful and, importantly, gives the 

movement a power no other Israeli organisation has in relation to successive governments 

and state policy. Alongside its Christian Coalition all ies in the United States it is possibly 

the most powerful messianic movement in the modern world, a troubling thought for the 

future of lsrael as a secular-democratic state: 

But there exists another Zionism, t11e Zionism of redemption . . .  TI1is Zionism has 

not come to solve the Jewish problem by the establishment of a Jewish state but 

is used, instead, by the High Providence as a tool in order to advance Israel 

towards its redemption. Its intrinsic direction is not the normalization of the 

people of Israel in order to become a nation like all the nations but to become a 
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holy person, a people of a living God, whose basis is in Jerusalem and a king's 

temple is its center (Gush rabbi Yehuda Amital c ited in Karsh 1997:32). 

This quote exemplifies Gush Emunim' s attitude both to classical Zionism and to the 

nature of the future state. Here it's important to emphasise the intemal focus of the Gush. 

The enfeeblement of the Zionist pioneering spirit is a result of a decadent materialistic 

culture that looks to fulfil Herzl's dream of normalisation by betraying its higher calling as 

a people destined to save the world through observance and redemptive actions, above all 

by settling all of Eretz Yisrael. The coming of the Messiah cannot be prevented but it can 

be slowed with devastating consequences.  The Gush's belief in redemptive action, the 

imminence of the Messiah and in the degeneracy of a Westernised, universalistic secular 

society owes much both to the tradition of Jewish zealotry and to more modem 

fundamentalist movements within Islam and Pentecostal Christianity . Gush Emuni m '  s 

conception of the Jewish Am is no less a negation of Jewish secularity than that of the ultra­

Orthodox. The Halakhic state is both a paradigm and inevitability as is the· return of 

seculars to observance. This conversion is a sine qua non of redemption. 

In the Kookist tradition the state and its institutions are legitimate insofar as they 

contribute to the settlement and retention of Eretz Yisrael, but are illegitimate where they 

go against God's plan of redemption and must be opposed absolutely if all att.empts at 

reasoning and peaceful protest fail. Civil law i s  not considered of importance and to the 

Gush any state withdrawal from Eretz Yisrael territories would constitute a betrayal of tha 

covenantal relationship between the Jewish people and God (Silberstein 1 993 : 1 23). This is 

a theological innovation as Halakha does not go into depth on the relationship between 

Eretz and Am concentrating rather on correct ethical behaviour within the Jewish 

community. Z.Y. Kook argued that withdrawal from the Territories constituted pikuach 

nefesh ('mortal danger') - a Halakhic concept that has since been used to argue the opposing 

case (Karsh 1997 :33). MK Benny Katzover who is also a Gush leader, is unequivocal in 

relating settlement to the coming messianic redemption; "In the beginning of the messianic 

age, the critical point is Eretz Israel and everything else derives from it. Without its 

settlemenr no holiness operates in the world" (Sprinzak 199 1 : 1 8). GE rabbi Jacob Ariel 

concurs: 
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evacuation, and senous consideration was given by some to the committing of an 

exemplary suicide as a demonstration of messirut hane.fesh19. This portends ill for future 

evacuations in the West Bank which - despite the claim that Yamit constituted "holy land" ­

are truly at the heart of Eretz Yisrael as conceived by Gush Emunim and would shatter the 

redemptive project on which they have built their worldview and sense of identity 

(Sprinzak 1 99 1 : 1 0 1 - 1 05, 1 5 1 - 1 53). Z. Y. Kook made it clear to his followers that any 

withdrawal from Eretz Yisrael falls under the Halakhic proscription Yehareg Uval Yaavor 

('Be killed rather than sin'). It remains to be seen how his followers will respond but they 

have the institutional power, the resources, the weapons and numbers to tum any 

evacuation into a bloodbath if they so desire (Sprinzak 1 99 1  : 1 1 3). 

It is important to note that the vast majority of settlers are more moderate and less 

inclined to violence than this presentation perhaps implies. A poll conducted by Peace Now 

in August 2003 reported that 90% of settlers surveyed said they "would not break the law" 

to oppose settlement evacuation and that only I %  would use violence. Only 1 2% believed 

that the Gush Emunim dominated Y esha Council of Settlements represented their views 

(Peace Now 2003b ). 

Gush adherents and leaders were implicated in acts of vigi1antism and murder from the 

mid- 1 980s, culminating in the uncovering of a Jewish terror group dubbed the 

'Underground' by the Israeli media (Silberstein 1 993 : 143� Sprinzak 199 1 :9 1 -99). This 

group was responsible for attacks on Palestinian mayors, an attack on the Muslim College 

in Hebron, and was caught plam1ing the bombings of buses and of the mosque complex on 

the Temple Mount itself, the latter no doubt aimed at sparking a jihad that would speed the 

messianic redemption (Sprinzak 1 99 1 :97-98). Disturbingly, it became obvious in the 

aftermath of the capture of Underground members that only those operations which had 

been approved by the Gush affiliated rabbis of Kiryat Arba had taken place and that post 

facto denunciations from all but the most moderate of Gush rabbis were half-hearted at 

best. The last word on the movement's growing propensity for violence should go to Rabbi 

Moshe Levinger, the leader of the initial settlement of Hebron and a prominent figure in 

19-yo Gush Emunim follower's displays of "utmost devotion" in the settlement of Eretz Yisrael will 
speed the redemptive process. 
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fact that the government has to abide by the Torah . . .  if this objective cannot be reached 

without having a civil war in Israel, then I'd give up" (Mergui & Simmonot 1987 : 3 1 -32). 

He was scathing in denigrating left wing Jews as anti-Semites out to destroy him; "Let there 

be no mistake . . .  These are the real fascists, the real killers. They hate and wish to destroy 

Kahaue . . .  They hate Kahaue because they hate Judaism and Jews, and themselves" 

(Sprinzak 1 99 1 :2 1 6) 

This image of left wing Jewish-Israelis as self-bating Jews is prevalent in Israeli 

society and can even be heard on occasion from Labour party sources attempting to 

disassociate themselves from Meretz. It certainly allows a license in dealing with leftist 

Jews, whether in polemic or physical violence. The remnants of Kach20 are still active in 

the Territories and Jerusalem and are well known for their propensity for extreme violence 

particularly against Palestinians, but also against left wing Jews. 

In late 2000 three Meretz activists were spraying graffiti in the early hours of the 

morning on Kahanist posters in Jerusalem. These posters and stickers had appeared 

throughout the city from the time of the failure of the Camp David talks and were highly 

visible, particularly on main roads, declaring that 'Kahane was right'. Meir Kahane himself 

was assassinated in New York in 1 990 and his son Binyamin, who had taken up the 

leadership of one of the Kahanist splinter groups, had just been killed in an attack in the 

West Bank. 

A car of Kahanists spotted the three Meretz activists who, realising the gravity of the 

situation, quickly returned to their car and took off. The Kahanist car followed and not 

knowing what to do the Meretz activists stopped on the side of the road for a cigarette 

break. The Kahanists, who were armed, left their vehicle and approached, warning them 

that "This time we're letting you off with a waming, but next time you'l l  join Leah Rabin" 

(Rabin's widow who had just died of cancer). As this threat was being made one of the 

Meretz activists was on the phone to another party flying squad which was defacing 

Kahanist posters elsewhere in the city and she pretended she was talking to the police 

giving the license plate of the Kahanist car and a description of the Kahanists themselves. 

2�ch was the political party launched by Kahane following his aliytllr. Kach won election to the 
Knesset in 1984 before being debarred in 1988 as a racist, anti-democratic party (Sprinzak 1991 :245) 
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They retmned to the car very frightened and were again fol lowed, driving to a late 

night cafe in the centre of West Jerusalem to try and lose the Kahanists. Retmning to the 

car, they were followed again so hit upon a plan to drive to the Prime Minister's house 

nearby in the hope that the security there would shake the Kahanists off. The security at the 

PM's house realised the danger they were in and asked if they wanted an escort to the police 

station, an offer they took up with alternate Kahanist cars foJJowing them all the way to the 

station before speeding off when tl1ey saw the Meretzniks go in . The activists filed a 

complaint against the Kahanists with the police then retumed to graffiti more posters, 

circling around and around in the city several times thereafter to make sure that they hadn't 

picked up a tail again before retmning to TeJ A viv scared and extremely shaken. 

The Meretz activists were in grave danger that night given foment in Kahanist circles 

at the time following tl1e death of their leader and the closure of two of their offices in 

Jerusalem by the police . Given their hatred for leftists it's more than likely that they would 

have been happy to practice the Kahanist creed of unconditional violence and barzel ('iron 

fist'� a fascist concept taken from Revisionist Zionism) (Sprinzak 1 99 1  : 52-53).  

Most Kahanist violence has been directed towards the Palestinian population of the 

West Bank with Kahane himself launching a series of provocations and vigilante attacks 

that succeeded in poisoning relations between the settlers and Palestinians in the 1 980s. 

This p layed a prominent part in the ratcheting up of racial tensions in Israel proper and 

contributed greatly to the rise of the ultra-nationalist right, a trend that has shown no sign of 

dissipating. It was Kahane who began the popularisation of the concept of transfer, of all 

the Arabs in Eretz Yisrael to Arab countries: "right now we have the means to show them 

the door. .. I want to move them all out now . . .  they must leave and I will make them leave . . .  

I want to scare them" (Mergui & Sirnmonot 1 987 :47-48, 50). 

Kahane believed that Israel is the "revenge of God" against the iniquities inflicted on 

the Jews in exile ( Sprinzak 1 99 1 :2 1 8-2 1 9). This exile must be ended immediately before 

the next, more catastrophic holocaust, and the Jews must prepare for the imminent 

rnessianic redemption by expelling the Arabs and settling all Eretz Yisrael (Sprinzak 

1 99 1  :220) .  As a political movement Kahanism has failed and is no longer a major player 

but its activist cells remain influential in dragging Gush Ernunirn and other ultra­

nationalists to new extremes of thought and behaviour in the Territories and in Israel 
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proper. For example, the NRP has continued to move towards the radical right� recently 

choosing a messianist, ultra-nationalist� transfer supporter, Effi Eitam, as its leader. To 

Eitam Israeli-Arabs pose a threat that "resembles a cancer". They should be granted 

'residence' status without c itizenship or be expelled. Palestinians must accept a state in the 

Sinai and Jordan or face a total war; "I eau definitely see that as a consequence of a war, 

not many Arabs will remain here" (Andromidas 1 911 2/02). 

As an ideological movement, Kahanism is committed to Jewish observance as the basis 

for collective identity, greater Eretz Yisrael, and a fu]] Halakhic state. It shares these 

convictions with Gush Emunim and with much of Israeli orthodoxy, alongside an 

understanding of a developing schism from a secular majority showing a growing 

willingness to give up all these in pursuit of a secure peace. 

T ransferring Democracy: Secular l.Jltra-Natiooalism 

& the Jewish Citizen 

Kach, Tehiya, Moledet, the National Union and elements in the Likud and NRP have 

all championed the concept of transfer and this has gained an insidious hold in Israeli 

political discourse. Opinions vary as to who should be transferred and to where; Israeli­

Arabs to the nascent Palestinian state or all Arabs outside the bmmds of Israeli held 

territory. Posters appeared on roadsides throughout Israel following the Israeli-Arab riots of 

2000 stating 'Transfer is Peace' and few were tom down. The relative success of such a 

campaign was unthinkable even a year earlier, a fact that testifies to the wave of racist 

paranoia that swept Jewish Israel in the wake of the outbreak of the second intifada and to 

the political ascendancy of ultra-nationalist elements in the Israeli right. 

The Sharon government has proposed legislation based on the transfer concept under 

which Palestinians marrying Israeli-Arabs will not be eligible for Israeli citizenship. The 

thousands of couples involved each year will be forced to live apart or to move to the 

Palestinian Authority where the Israeli-Arab partner wi11 have their Israeli citizenship 

revoked. The effect is transfer. Likewise, the Labour Party has seriously considered 

population transfer in peace negotiations, with Arab-Israeli viJlages along the Green Line 

dumped unwillingly inside an impoverished Palestinian State, the inhabitants again being 
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the influence of Western culture on Israelis: "The Dizengorff Center21 . . .  What has 

developed there for years . . .  in its coffee shops and in its theatres, is a cynical nowness, a 

negation of all the values of Zionism and, needless to say, of Judaism . . .  The spiritual 

Molotov cocktails which are thrown from this now-center are the danger, the decay, the 

emptiness" (Sprinzak 1 99 1 : 1 9 1 ). 

Secular ultra-nationalism has been represented in the Knesset by a variety of small 

parties (often incorporating national-religious) that have tended to shoot to prominence 

before disappearing into coalition or at the ballot box. The most recent incarnation is the 

National Union coalition of Moledet, '/;smel Beytenu and Tkuma which calls for transfer 

and the settlement of all Eretz Yisrae/ without impediment. Due to the prominence of the 

Russian Yisrael Beytenu and secular Moledet it also calls for the separation of religion and 

state while ensuring the religious-secular status quo and Israel' s  Jewish character. The 

platform seems to intentionally avoid extrapolation on how these seemingly contradictory 

desires could be actuated (National Union 2003 ). 

Though secular ultra-nationalists have been relatively unsuccessful in winning over 

voters, they and the national-religious have succeeded in garnering significant support 

within the Likud due to the gross ineptitude of the moderate wing of the party. The 

moderater failed to provide pragmatic and ideological leadership. Sprinzak ( 1 99 1  :207) 

reports that the Likud central committee has become so radicalised and "Its hostility to the 

left is so intense that to be moderate in criticizing its policies is seen as treachery". Indeed, 

few could have imagined the scenes in the Likud central cotrunittee of Ariel Sharon being 

booed and shouted down by the right as a peacenik - though, admittedly, he did win the 

2003 leadership battle with Binyan1in Netanyahu comfortably. The ultra-nationalist 

penetration of the Likud bodes ill for the future of Israeli democracy (Sprinzak 1 99 1 :  295-

296). 

The Peace Movement 

The Israeli peace movement, of which Meretz is the main political representative, 

began to coalesce with the formation of Peace Now in 1 978. Peace Now started as a small 

... � '  J '  

21 A central mall in T�l;Ayiv, since replaced as a symbol of Bohemian materialism in the ultra­
nationalist imagination by trendy Shenkin St. 
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leftist organisations such as Ta' ayosh and Gush Shalom. One of the main reasons for the 

relative success of Peace Now in attracting widespread support from the moderate left and 

centre of the Israeli public is the care it takes in maintaining its Zionist credentials: "Only 

peace will bring security to Israel and ensure the future of our people . . . .  Peace Now adheres 

to the Zionist values upon which the State of Israel was founded, believing that a 

democratic, Jewish state can and must be secured without subjecting another people" 

(Peace Now 2003a). 

The hard left of the peace movement is made up of a myriad of groups representing a 

variety of ideological persuasions such as communist, feminist, civil rights or occupation 

focused groups, and Jewish, Israeli-Arab-Jewish, and Israeli-Arab movements with a stance 

on both Zionism and the Occupation. Some of the more important of these are Hadash, a 

coalition of Arab groups and a mixed Jewish-Arab commtmist party; Gush Shalom, a 

largely Jewish anti-Occupation movement; Women in Black, a worldwide feminist peace 

movement started in 1988 with anti-occupation vigils every Friday throughout the country; 

Y esh Gvul, one of several groups supporting conscientious objection� New Profile, a 

Jewish anti-militaristic movement with an education focus, and Ta'ayosh, a new Arab­

Jewish movement opposed to the Occupation which works with the disadvantaged in Israel 

and supplies food aid to Palestinian villages. All share a more radical approach to the peace 

process, voicing stronger denunciation of the IDF and government, and often Zionism, 

though attitudes and their expression tend to overlap somewhat with the moderate left. 

These groups tend to be characterised by a group of hardcore organisers, most working 

voluntarily - unlike Meretz and Peace Now that can pay some of their workers - and a 

periphery of supporters who come to demonstrations and participate in other activities. 

They are generally unable to organise mass activities involving more than a couple of 

thousand attendees and do not have the money, institutional backing, media access (and 

attendant publicity) and popular support that has made the moderate peace movement so 

successful. Nevertheless they provide a crucial opposition to the moderate peace 

movement's tendency to move towards the politically attractive centre. Indeed, Meretz lost 

voters to Hadash (as well as Labour and Shinui) in 2003, with some long time party 

activists switching their vote to the hard left. 

The peace movement was plunged into crisis by the failure of negotiations with the 



vanous 

movement as a 

to use 

amazement 

movements 

movement were. 

a seemnigl) mt��:mable coinn�c:r 

tenns 

a 

a 



118 

as tikvah ('hope'), democrati.a ('democracy') and Ju>fshi ( :freedom') became central to the 

peacenik lexicon alongside calls for the protection of c ivil and human rights, and references 

to Medinat Israel ('the state of Israel') rather than Eretz Yisrael, tainted as the latter is by 

association with territorial maximalism and religiosity. 

Ideologically the peace movement borrowed heavily from the global peace and civil 

rights movements, providing an ethical alternative to attacking the Occupation solely on the 

points of economic costs and security - vital as 'ensuring security' can be convincingly 

argued both ways. This not only allowed an attack on the breach of universal human rights 

in the TeiTitories but also the coalescence of opposition to perceived religious attacks on 

secular civil rights in Israel proper. This ideological duality is vitaJ in understanding the 

strength and import of the Israeli peace movement, which thereby not only takes a stance 

on ethical relations with the most significant other (the PaJestinians) but, more importantly, 

provides the foundations for the elaboration of an Israeli secular identity bwlt on high 

ideals of a freedom threatened by religious coercion and right wing fascistic tendencies. 

This ideological reorientation of the secular, middle-class Ashkenazi public raises the 

stakes considerably, deepening cleavages in Israeli society by redefining the Palestinian 

conflict as the frrst front in a struggle for the character and nature of Israel itself, the first 

battle in a reinvigorated kulturk.ampfbetween two diametrically opposed forces, both seeing 

the other as absolutely wrong and as set on a course that will lead inevitably to the 

destruction of the state. It has led inexorably to the political and social elaboration of 

mutually antipathetic groups based on etlmicity, class and religiosity: Shas and 

Meretz/Shinui . Shinui outflanked Meretz on secular-rel igious relations with extremely 

militant anti-Orthodox can1paigns in 1 999 and 2003 (strongly opposed as bigoted by 

Meretz activists) leaving Meretz mired in quicksand in 2003 given her identification with 

the fuilure of the peace process - rather ironic given that Meretz' ministers played no part in 

the failed Camp David negotiations. 

In terms of sociability it suffices to mention again that politically opposed individuals 

rarely strike up intimate friendships, at least in my experience. Certainly you meet a lot of 

people campaigning who claim to be apoJiticaJ but you usually find that they simply 

disagree with you and don't want to argue about it. Due to the ferocity of political 

convictions, and the class and "tribal' inscription of these views, ifs extremely difficult to 
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explaining the complexities of mourning and commemoration. Without minimising the 

obvious gravity of this event for the peace movement and its public supporters, it's vital, in 

establishing the import of Israel's ttrst 'regicide', to let those who have been misrepresented 

speak for themselves. 

Oslo: Incitement and Ree,icide 

The formulation of an initial peace agreement between Israel and the PW ceding large 

sectors of the Territories to a nascent Palestinian State created a fundamental crisis of belief 

for the large minority of Israelis who regard 'Judea' and 'Samaria' as inviolate territories of 

Eretz Yisrael. This was particularly true for the settler national-religious community, whose 

constitutive creed of redemption of the land via settlement faced negation at the hands of 

their own govenuuent. On the other side of the fence, "Secularism and dovishuess were 

also showing deep elective affinities for one another. Meretz was . . .  the NRP's nemesis and 

antithesis" (Cohen & Susser 2000:59). The settler movement was able to caJJ for politicaJ 

and popular support from tl1e foJJowers of Revisionist Zionism, 'traditionalist' Sepbardim, 

and important ultra-Orthodox organisations, all of which held to the importance of the 

Territories for the future survival of the state and, by implication, the Jewish people as a 

whole. Oslo presaged the faii from power of both the secular and national-religious right 

and their privileged position as arbiters of lsraeli-Jewish identity politics. 

The wave of right wing incitement against the government - and Rabin as its 

embodiment - which followed Oslo and continued until the assassination differed only in 

extremes of expression. The basic understanding was the same; the Rabin government is 

illegitimate and must be stopped before it destroys Israel. In keeping with its importance in 

New Zionism, and the perceived threat of withdrawal, the Holocaust was often a theme at 

anti-Oslo demonstrations and featured in the public speeches of members of Knesset 

including Rehavam Ze'evi: "a mad government that is shrinking Israel to the size of 

Auschwitz" . "A lawless government. . .  submissive, confused traitors". (Peri 2000: 4-5, 1 35; 

Karsh 1 997:38). The settler movement was the most extreme in its asseverations: "a 

govenuneut of blood . . .  wicked and cruel. . .  tbat could create a new TiauallUleu Square in 

Israel. . .  All means are kosher to bring it down" ( from settler periodical Nekuda iu Peri 

2000: 4). 
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with the Arabs. The land is holy therefore we should kill Arabs. The land is holy therefore 

we can kill the Prime Minister. 

"Where were you when you were needed?" (Leah Rabin post-assassination) 

The Rabin family and secular media propagated the idea that Rabin had stood alone 

and unsupported against the rising tide of right wing incitement. Peri (2000:7-8) explains 

this seeming lack of popular foresight as a symptom of an "Israeli false collective 

consciousness" with four constituent understandings: that the Israeli security forces are 

omniscient and omnipotent, that Israel is a stable democracy, Israelis are non-violent, and 

that all evil emanates from outside the Jewish collective. 

Ehud: Then I felt very angry . . .  [at] myself, how everyone, including me, didn't see the 

writing on the wall . . .  I was very angry with myself of how I didn't see the writing on the 

wall and how I didn't see all the demonstrations. 

Y ara: The assassination was a shock for me as we had no idea what was happening in 

religious and right wing circles. It should be a wake up call but we aren't learning the 

lesson, people are forgetting. 

Many felt compelled by the assassination to take a public stand against the Occupation. 

Several Tzerim and Noar I talked to first became involved with Meretz post-assassination 

or started to be far more involved in pro-peace activities than before: 

Roi : I started to be involved after Rabin assassinated . . .  it was the main cause of me . . .  to be 

activist. To be activist in, in Meretz it was how I'd been raised . . .  But after Rabin was 

assassination it was decided to myself that nothing will prevent me for telling my opinions. 

Yossi: .. .in '95 I was, I stood at the back . . . I wasn't involved directly in politics but I was 

interested all, the time and it was, I guess it was a very big cata, cata . . .  

D: Catalyst. 
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Yona: Avishai Raviv in front of policemen in '92, on the day of the establishing of the 

Meretz Party in the Knesset, we had a big thing in the cinema, and all the right wing went 

and started to do racism shouting against the Arabs, there was escalation there. And from 

Young Meretz we ran out to protect the Arabs, not j ust to protect the Arabs but not letting 

the Arabs fight. . .  And Avishai Raviv came to me, pulled his gun out of his pocket, put it in 

my face and shouted, "Shut up, shut up, shut up". He was very angry, and the police didn't 

do anything, so I wasn't surprised that they killed Rabin. I mean, how could they say that 

they didn't see anything, and they all felt so guilty. I t  was there all the time you just had to 

be blind and to choose not to see it. . .  In the six to eight months before the assassination 

terror was on the streets. Lefties were attacked without any provocation. It was enough to 

go with a t-shirt that said Meretz - not peace, just Meretz - to get attacked. 

Many research participants were at the peace rally at which Rabin was killed. 

Following the murder right wing cmmter-demonstrators were still chanting that Rabin was 

a boged (traitor) and some were beaten up by enraged peaceniks .  This went unreported, as 

it did not fit with the image of mourning desired by the media. Amnon had left the 

demonstration itself when he heard about the murder: 

Amnon: "Immediately after we were told about it we rushed out. We saw three people 

going down the road in Petah Tikva22 laughing and saying, "OK, this will be the next, 

Y os si Sarid, Peres, will be the next". They were laughing, joking, and I said a few words to 

them. They threatened me . . .  I said that they would not be so happy later after a while, or 

something. They made a circle around me but then I left . . .  too big for me to deal with yeah, 

and I didn't need to fight with them there. 

D:  Were you very angry about it, what they said? 

A: Yeah, the whole thing shocked me. 

22 Location changed to protect identity. 
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Re-imae;ining Rabin: The Canonisation of a Secular Saint 

The assassination of Rabin 

presented the Labour-Ashkenazi 

elite with a unique opportunity to 

re-establish t heir political power 

after many decades of dec1ine and 

ideological sterility. Lacking any 

real unifying identity Labour and 

Meretz had hitched themselves -

with varymg degrees of 

commitment on Labour's part - to 

the peace process as their primary 

'flag'. In a situation where tl1e New 

Zionist ideology and appeals to 

.. · 

/.· ·.·· 

Figure 10: Tzerie Meretz Rabin Day Sticker,"Peace" 

patria clearly favoured the right's rejection of compromise, the liberal centre-left was left 

with little political ammtmition aside from utopian promises of a better tomorrow. The 

murder of Rabin, one of tl1e last surviving members of the founding generation of sabras 

who had built and protected the state, presented a unique fortuity, a chance to paint the 

peace process, and by association tl1e Labour-Asllkenazi leadership, in blue and white as 

protectors of the state against religious fanaticism and a reactionary right wing (Peri 

2000 : 1 42). A bridging effect took place in media presentations with the grieving youth of 

the left presented as the true heirs of the pioneers, an image vital to the Labour movement 

given their image as fading, tired and increasingly irrelevant: 

Ever since then at Rabin Square a kind of open draft has been in operation to 

which people report to volunteer for a virtual Palmach23 - not one that goes for 

training at the kibbutzim but one that as a select minority fights for peace against 

all events . They are armed with candles and stickers, paltry equipment with 

23 Elite Labour-Zionist military force of the pre-independence and War of Independence' era. 
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which to bring about a different politics, but after all, the Palmach trained with 

sticks (A vi Katzman in Haaretz 311 1 /00). 

Attitudes to peace changed for many overnight with its pursuit suddenly no longer seen 

as defeatist but as embattled and heroic. Ravitsky (Peri 2000: 146) relates that the moderate 

left felt "a sense of purification and moral rectitude", a feeling that lives on in Meretz with 

peace reified as a vision and its pursuit as something of a cmsade. Whether this is due 

completely to Rabin's murder I have my doubts but it has bolstered this self-appraisal in 

Meretz. 

The right has long complained about left-elite control of the Israeli media, a complaint 

that seemed more paranoid and political than substantial until the Rabin assassination. 

Following the murder the Ashkenazi-Labour elite representation of Rabin dominated the 

media and all competing understandings of Rabin as a person, and of the events leading up 

to his assassination, were drowned out (Peri 2000 : 1 8 1) .  Given their obvious complicity in 

inciting a public hysteria as to the deleterious impact of Oslo, and the obsession of the 

media with incitement, it was understandable that the leaders of the right should choose to 

keep their heads down in the short-term. The post-assassination media blitz gives us an 

important insight into the continuing control of a dominant centre-left Ashk.enazi (and 

largely male) elite group which still possesses considerable cultural capital and the power 

of representation through its predominance in the military, business and political life of 

Israel. Paradoxically, it was the very intensity of the media backlash and attempts at 

representative manipulation that held within it the seeds of ultimate failure when greater 

moderation could perhaps have helped in transforming short-term shock and mourning into 

a more long-term reconciliation in a bitterly divided society. However, a detente was 

always unlikely given the intensity of opinion on both sides of the peace argument. 

An attempt was made to edit Rabin's biography to create something of a cult of 

personality (Peri 2000:53). Rabin was presented as a totemic martyr, the sabra embodiment 

of Zionism, the hero and father of the nation, and as a visionary leader who charted a 

course to peace (Peri 2000: 235, 35 1 -353) .  The redemptive shedding of blood for the nation 

- with its roots in East European nationalism from which Zionism sprang - has always 

played a strong role in the Israeli symbolic field and appeared again in the blood-spattered 
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song sheet of the "Song of Peace" found in Rabin's pocket after the shooting (Peri 2000 : 

2 3 1 ,  352-353). 

The media focused excessively from the frrst night on the mourning rituals of the 

youths who gathered in the Square to light candles and sit in groups, often forming the 

candles into words such as shalom and lamah (why). The focus on young people also 

reflects the traditional importance placed on youth leadership and development in the 

Zionist movement. The responses of Rabin's grandchildren, in particular, became the focus 

of national attention and the butt of Jater j okes. Ironically, a Meretz youth who was crying 

because of relationship problems with his girlfriend was presented on TV as mourning 

Rabin's murder. Nonetheless, the atmosphere was lachrymose at the Square: 

Moshe: It was quite a horrible experience. . .  after we finished the demonstration I helped 

with putting everything back and taking the signs off and people were running somewhere 

and . . .  I thought that it is some Kahane activists came to hit the people who go or something 

so I ran towards this direction to share the excitement. And then I went, and when I reached 

there I saw some people quite horrified and one woman there shouted, " . . .  They tried to 

shoot Rabin but he's OK". So I understood that there was some incident there and in filet I 

was quite happy actually . . .  because both Rabin is OK and we again have seen what are the 

true ideas that the right wing in Israel has without any damage to us, so everything is 

great. . .  I heard that he was actually assassinated I was quite shocked and everybody else 

was . . .  we were gathering in the square . . . I did not want to go to the hospital. I did not see 

any point in it. 

D:  What was the atmosphere like in the square? 

M: It was like as if really something horrible happened like a war started or something and 

people . . .  were crying, friends of mine were crying. Those who were not crying also had 

this very gloomy face . . .  we started to talk among ourselves thinking . . .  what can we do 

now? 

The square where the murder took place has been seen by peaceniks as "ours" 

following the huge anti-Lebanon War rally there in 1 982, but it was to be transformed into 

a sacred space and place of ritual on Novenber tile 4th 1995 . It remained so with the left-



128 

centre election victory celebration fill ing the square in 1 999 in a frenzy of excitement. I was 

in Labom heartland, Nortl1 Tel Aviv, that night and you could see people streaming to 

Rabin Square as soon as the results were annmmced. Meretz youtl1 were hugging, waving 

flags and dancing on the Savanuahs (election vehicles) while Dor Shalom and Labour 

suppmters came bearing enormous banners with portraits of Rabin. The unofficial 

mouming day following the assassination, Rabin Day, has been celebrated annually in the 

square according to the 'Christian' calendar - the right wing post-Peres changed official 

commemorations to equate with the Hebrew calendar so fewer people would remember the 

date of tl1e murder. 

Figure 11: A Tzerie stand at Rabin Day 

Attendances dwindled as the peace 

process collapsed, not helped by 

the tutelage of the increasingly 

right wing Rabiu Centre. Rabin 

Day has become something of a 

lefty Woodstock much to the 

disgust of many Meretz youth who 

often refer to it with such 

appellations as "FestiRabin" and 

generally dislike the perceived 

personality cult of Rabin. 

Nevertheless, Peri (2000 :364) is 

conect in arguing that the liberal­

democratic tendencies of the peace 

camp wouldn't allow them to 

make Rabin the first martyr of the 

left. The Rabin tami]y' s prominent 

role in post-assassination public mouming is also a source of meiTiment and I've heard 

them referred to as "the professional orphans" .  
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that we held against him while he was Minister of Defence . . .  I went to demonstrate against 

him a lot of times . . .  About violations of human rights . . .  in the Occupied Territories . And I 

don't think Shimon Peres is any more better. . .  if you want to name names the Labour Party 

is responsible for the Occupation. 

Tali: It' s  a myth now and I don't want to destroy it but when I heard that . . .  the square in 

Paris . . .  That the Square of Tolerance is on the name of Rabin for me it was a joke . . .  Rabin 

is one of the symbol of the male army thinking, very conservative . . .  I think the situation 

before his murder was a lot of because of him because he was no all that much tolerant in 

his expression. . .  when he talk about the settlements when they were striking that they can 

turn around him like plopel [propellers] . . .  It became like a myth . . .  for peace, like a new 

change, like the old generation just said "I want to change it for my kids". And I don't care 

if it' s even a myth but I know . . . how it created was stupid. 

Such views are diametrically opposed to the common stereotype of a left united in 

mourning. Yes, the Rabin assassination was a traumatic and dramatic event in the lives of 

every activist I talked to, but the shock and sense of loss was not necessarily felt for Rabin 

as a man, or even necessarily as a leader. The murder marked a turning point both in the 

peace process and the related Jewish kulturkampf It was obvious now that the rules of the 

conflict had changed, that elements in the national-religious public would stop at nothing to 

torpedo the peace process and impose their understandings of Greater Israel and Jewish 

identity on all who opposed them. The slow unravelling of Israel's democratic norms -

never more than superficial and utilitarian amidst significant sectors of the citizenry - was 

now graphically exposed and a great deal of trust in the efficacy of the state and its ability 

to cope peacefully with dissension died. 

In May 1996 the Labour Party botched an election that should never have been lost, 

failing to capi�e on the shock and dismay felt by centre-right supporters, and a period of 

national-religious quiescence and self-reflection (Peri 2000: 1 53). They went on to choose 

(arguably) the wrong candidate for prime minister again in 1 999. Since these fuilures and 

their re-emergence from a very limited period of self-flagellation, the right has moved to 

limit the powers of the Supreme Court through a constitutional committee, provoked the 
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maintenance, but to gain the support of important third parties in their struggle over land 

and overall suzerainty. In this environment labours to achieve cross-cultural compromise or 

understanding and political settlement are hamstrung by the intransigence of efforts at 

identity perpetuation and the advocates of compromise are caste as traitors to their own 

people and nation. 

The early Zionist settlers did not seek to address Arab counter-claims to the land they 

sought to colonise (KimmerJing & Migda1 1 993: 24). Many came to Pa1estine with an 

Orientalist, romantic image of the Arab populace as worthy of imitation in dress and in 

their rootedness to the land and as a group that would welcome the 'civilising' influence of 

their returning cousins. The land itself was portrayed as largely empty - as it  stiU is by some 

in the Revisionist camp who postulate a nineteenth century wave of Arab immigration in 

response to the boost given the local economy by Jewish settlement, a narrative that sits 

suspiciously well with their ideological proclivities. The early romanticism was not to last 

with nationalist conflict intensifying as recurrent aliyot established the critical mass 

required for the progression from Jewish colonisation to institutional development, in 

tandem with the elaboration of mutually antagonistic identity groups. 

Palestinian identity developed via colonisation and the later tragedies of the indigenous 

Arab populace. Given the cultural affinity of Palestinian Arabs with the wider Arab 'nation' 

it was inevitable that claims to peoplehood and to a specific Palestinian identity should ape 

those of east European Zionist nationalism in its fixation on land and place as the rallying 

point for a new sense of self and community. Given the essentially identical nature of tbe 

foundations of both Jewish-Israeli and Palestinian identity as lying in an indestructible 

group relationship to a smaJJ, contested territory it is 1msurprising that the conflict became a 

witmer takes all, open-ended one with mutual ouster or annihilation as its rational 

consequence. 

The Jewish denial of Palestinian rights to the land as indigenes carried little weight 

given the importance p laced on prior residence in nationalist discourses. Historical 

arguments as to the Jews greater cJaim or the uninhabited nature of Palestine prior to the 

new Yishuv could not in themselves legitimise the flight and expulsions of 1948 OT tbe 

obvious suffering of a suddenly displaced people, and the failure of these refugees to meld 

into the populations of their Arab host states. For the prior Arab residents to have no claim 
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boundary maintenance in Jewish-Israeli identity politics and the physical and psychological 

distance this demands: 

D :  Should the 'Right of Return' be extended to Palestinians who left Israel in 1 948? 

A vi: The state of Israel, no, no, no, no, no, no, no . . . .  What happened in the ' 48 war, two 

great things; one 300,000 or more refugees, Palestinians, ran away from Israel, from the 

state of Israel today. Second, we brought 700,000 Jewish from Arab cmmtries and we 

brought refugees from Europe . . .  so the basics of two countries for two nationalities in the 

land of Israel became only after the Independence War. . . .  So because of that I really don't 

think that we need to take care or responsibility for them, one. Second, we don't have space 

physically. Israel . . .  in 20 years will be like one big metropolis . . .  we don't have a place for 

2-3 million refugees to come back to Israel . 

The idea that the Palestinian refugees pose a demographic threat to the future of the 

Jewish state is widespread. Many research participants recognised that an injustice had 

been done to the Palestinians but thought that the remedy was for a right of return 

exclusively to the nascent Palestinian State: 

Moshe: Definitely no, because like the Palestinians have their rights for their country we 

have the rights to our country and . . .  the right of return they should have for their new 

Palestinian state like we have our Hok Hashvut [Law ofReturn] for our state. 

Boaz: Yes, not into Israel but into the Palestinian Authority. And it's not our matter to 

decide what's  the policy inside a sovereign state . They can get in. They can decide to have 

in it whoever they want. . . .  Not that it's totally just but this is the situation and right now we 

can't accept people from. 

D: Do you believe that the families who had property that was confiscated should be 

recompensed for that? 

B: Yes . . .  and if that' s something that is enacted then I want compensation for the Jewish 

property that was left. in Arab countries. I think it' s going to balance [laughs] . I have a 

slight notion. 
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the Palestinian right of return would lead to an immediate Arab majority, threatening the 

Jewish nature of the state - still a sacrosanct value for most interviewees: 

Gal: Well the justice demand that it is but . . .  sometimes I'm a pragmatist. I don't think that 

in the present time . . .  the people in Israel are ready for that but the j ustice demand that they 

should. 

Tamar: There's  too many of them. Nobody can keep track. '67 yes, '48 no. 

Amir: No, because then Israel won't be Israel it will be flooded with a zillion people . . .  if 

we open the gates . . .  it won't be Israel anymore. And second of all, all those people are 

looking forward to Israel fifty something years ago, which is not the same . . .  they won't have 

their village again . . .  they won't have . . .  their homes back. 

Two interviewees broke the consensus in accepting the possibility of a limited return. 

Others may well agree with this stance as it was the Israeli position at Camp David and 

Taba, but they didn't express tbis in their interviews. Crucially, elsewhere in our 

conversations both these interviewees expressed their desire for an Israeli state of all its 

citizens rather than a specifically Jewish state: 

Yuval: It should be given as an option, an option that could be fmd is very difficult. 

D :  Should the right of return be extended to Palestinians and their families 

Ophir: [interrupting] Of course, defmitely 

D :  who left Israel in 1 948, and should they be allowed to come back to Israel? 

0: Defmitely, I have no doubt about it, yeah. 

Attitudes to the Occupation and Peace Process 

Uusurprisingly, my research participants expressed universal opposition to the 

Occupation. Here they are reflecting the overwhelmingly ethical nature of contemporary 

peacenik discourses on the Occupation as opposed to the security focus of most elements in 
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frightening, but we went there to gain more testimonies. And, of course, we brought it to 

the newspapers and only one newspaper wrote something about it. 

Ehud [works with students] : It changed everything. I'll give you an example . . .  and I see in 

the behaviour of the students . . .  the effects of a conqueror, the feeling that they are very 

powerful, that they have no limits to behaviour . . . And, and what happens to the Israeli 

soldiers - every one of us is a soldier - when you go to Gaza, when you go to Ramallah, not 

now but during the intifada in 1 989 and before. I was seven times in Gaza and, and I 've 

seen the behaviour of all the soldiers and I was shocked . . .  they captured the people, 

brought them to the camp and treated them like animals, and hit them, and tortured them . . .  

when you go back to your family, to your workplace, or whatever, it has to affect you. It 

just doesn't go away. And think about what happens to soldiers who for three years serve in 

Gaza or RamaJlah. What happens to them, they are ruined people, obviously. 

The absolute association of the Land and the Jews is opposed absolutely as leading to 

immoral actions and the brutalisation of fellow human beings: 

Racheli I think that peace and human being l ife are more important than any piece of land 

no matter how holy it is and how important and how beautiful it is. 

Naaman: I don't believe in land, I believe in people. 

Given the tensions between rival political camps, I was surprised at the level of 

concern as to the fi.Iture of the settlers and settlements 1mder any future peace agreement - at 

the time of most interviews an agreement seemed both imminent and inevitable: 

Danny: . .  . if they want to stay there they can stay there . . .  in the Palestinian State, I don't 

care . . .  I don't want them to be uprooted. They can stay tJ1ere. 

D: They can become Palestinians. 

Dy: Yeah, if that's what they want "Bye, bye, good riddance [laughs]". 
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Ariel: I don't think that moving settlements, for example, is the best solution because its not 

humane too. So if you can fmd other alternatives its better. 

Support for a Palestinian state was universal and its necessity as a means for solving 

the conflict was again couched in ethical tenns. Some also spoke of the death of the ideal of 

the bi-national state advocated by Mapam pre-independence and of its pragmatic 

impossibility (Executive Committee Hashomer Hatzair Woiker's Party 1 946). Note the 

importance given to national independence as a basis for identity in the first quote and the 

talk of natural rights in the second: 

Amnon: It does not make sense that we'll have our state and they will not have their state 

because they have to have some legal authority and some legal identity and some self­

identity. And everyone wants to have his country you cannot be thrown out in a vacuum not 

belonging anywhere. Let them have a country, why not? 

A vi : [ independence] it's their national rigb� it's  their natural right 

Boaz: A confederation in terms of economy, yes, in terms of any other way, no. I would 

highly object to that . . .  I see other Arab countries, rm not blind and I don't like their 

c ulture and I have enough problems within Israel fighting than like creating even more 

problerns by having to collaborate with a culture in which the total values are totally 

different . . .  by making a bi-national state you're just creating a problem. 

Interestingly, the security argument was used by two interviewees, in one case to 

oppose unilateral withdrawal and in the second to advocate the retention of some 

settlements in a final deal. Generally, security did not loom large as an interview theme: 

Amnon: . . .  we were attacked and then these Territories were captured, we should give them 

back . . .  only in exchange for signing a peace treaty because this will defend the country and 

show good will from both sides to have peace treaties. No other way, not giving just like 

this, no, no way. 
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D: Do you think that Israel should leave all the Occupied Territories? 

Dina: Yes, not because I want to but because I think that would solve the problem and the 

terror. But we have . . .  to have some kind of a land that would give us security. That means 

that you can't give away all the settlement. But the ones that you . . .  leave in hTael,. the 

Israel state, you have to secure them. 

Fighting For Votes in the Territories 

Many Israeli high schools, 1miversities and coJJeges hold mock national elections just 

prior to election day itself in which students vote for the national parties they support to 

give an indication of sh1dent opinions - again reflecting the importance of youth leadership 

in the Zionist tradition. These polls are the focus of media attention and are a good way for 

smaller parties like Meretz to gamer free publicity through a good performance. When it 

came time for the 1 999 college election in Ariel, Meretz was determined to make a strong 

showing on the campus during voting and in support of the speech by Meretz MK Ran 

Cohen at the political forum. 

The Gush Em1mim affiliated Ariel college was created in 1 982 to propagate the 

national-religious settler worldview and evenhrn11y compete with secular 1miversities in 

Israel proper, with the suppm1 of Bar Ilan University. The college proudly flaunts its 

nationalist credentials: "As a demonstratively Zionist institution, the College has two key 

requirements: the flag of the State of Israel must be displayed in every classroo� 

laboratory and auditorium, and every student must study one course per semester in either 

Judaism, Jewish history or Land of Israel studies" (The College of Judea & Samaria 

2 118/03). 

Israel's largest settlement might seem a strange place for a left wing party that opposes 

its very existence to be electioneering but there were good reasons for the trip. Firstly, the 

campus and trailer park that constitutes its student accommodation are home to a fair 

number of students from Israel proper who, unable to study in Israeli universities, taking 

advantage of generous govenunent incentives to study there, or simply wanting to take 

courses specific to the college, choose to study in Ariel despite their opposition to the 
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Occupation. The secondary motive was to show the settlers that we would not be 

intimidated by them, wou1d exercise our democratic right to campaign wherever there were 

Israeli citizens and prove the existence of dissension regarding the merits of the Occupation 

even in their largest settlement. This worked spectacu1arly, Meretz coming third in the 

Ariel election with 1 4% of the vote. 

With vans heading out from Tel Aviv party HQ to various student elections around the 

country on the 25th of April 1 999, it was only on a whim that 1 decided to join Amit on a 

supply mn to ArieJ. After a confrontation with settlers at a nearby gas station we were 

shaken and nervous as we approached the town. Our nervousness was ouly increased when 

we were selected at a settler roadblock at the entrance to Arie1 for questioning as to the 

purpose of our visit. 

After meeting up with Manny, the remainder of the afternoon was taken up with 

handing out flyers and stickers. We were greeted with great hostility by most students. We 

also took bam1ers to the trailer of our contact on campus, Yonatan. The inside of Yonatan's 

caravan was a little better than the Spartan exterior but the floor still shook with every 

footstep and the place must have been an oven in sun1me.r. With Manny and Amit 1 hung 

three banners on and armmd his trailer then we sat for a while with Y onatan serenading us 

on his guitar. After this we had to leave for a campus in Israel proper for more 

electioneering Leaving the rather brave Y onatan alone to face the wrath of the settlers. This 

anger was not long in coming as that night he and his trailer-mate heard the banners being 

tom down and went out to stop it whereupon they were jumped by a mob and vety badly 

beaten. As revenge. a special 

operation was tmdertak:eu the night 
after with tens of right wing banners 

tom down by a Meretz flying squad 

(usually 2-3 activists in a van, but in 
this case they traveJJed in an 

unmarked car) and replaced with 

Meretz banners. 

At Yonalan's TraiJer 
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We returned twice to Ariel in the lead up to election day, always having to guard our 

banners while handing out leaflets and stickers and talking to students. The overwhelming 

ho�tility to our presence remained and was accentuated by the death threat that was left on 

ou: van; "Think twice next time you're coming to Ariel with your stinking car, I warn you! !  

Meretz = sentenced as traitors and not as Jews". A second confrontation occurred on the 

last day with a settler approaching us as we packed the van� but was safely defused. I was 

extremely scared the whole time we were there as were other activists: 

Roi: I was afraid there more tbau I was afraid iu Nablus . . .  Because in Ariel I am with my 

Meretz sign and all of them can see that I'm not from there. 

It may seem rather gratuitous to relate such stories but they speak to an important 

aspect of tl1e kulturkampf; the acceptability and omnipresence of physical and verbal 

violence in political activism particularly on the religious-right but also on the part of left 

wingers. Earlier that day Orit had grabbed a right wing lecturer by the throat after he had 

called Shulamit Aloui several choice appellations - other Meretz activists bad to pull Iter 

off. 

Having described the role of the Occupation and associated struggles in the Israeli 

ku/turkampf we uow turn our attention to Jewish identity politics. 
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Chapter 5: Jewish Identity Politics: 

In  Search of the Secular Jew 

We focus in thi s  chapter on defin ing secular Jewi sh-Israeli i dentity and discussing i ts  

relat ion to  other m odes of Jewish i dentificatio n .  The I sraeli state i s  described as an 

i magined community engaged in cul tural product i o n  and we a lso l ook at  the confu s io n  o f  

I sraeli a n d  Jewish i dent i ty  and the kulturkampf conflict over the 'who i s  a Jew' i ssue . 

A central proposi t ion o f  th1s d issertation i s  that secular Jewish identi ty  exists as a sub­

group within the wider Jewish ident i ty communi ty. In Chapter One I proffered the concept 

of ' ident i ty  com m unit i es '  as a way of i magin ing how secu l ar Jews may cohere in pmsuit o f  

pol i t ical and other goals related t o  class, interests ,  ethnic ity , rel i giosity and other shared 

characteristics.  These shared in terests and attributes go a long way to exp laining t h e  polit ics 

of ident i ty but they d o n 't explain how t he sum of these equates to  a mode o f  Jewish identity 

adherence . I wil l  argu e  h ere that those who hold to  a form o f  secular Jewi sh-Israel i  i dent ity 

do in fact cohere as a group. They do so throu gh a s hared nat ional i ty and relationship to the 

h i st orical Jewish tradi t ion,  a strong sense o f  a shared ethnici ty,  and through a shared stance 

relat ing to Orthodox Judaism and its practical i mpact on their l ives and the I srael i  state . 

From th is  a sense of secularity emerges which is bui l t  on more than a negative rel at ionship 

to rel i gi o n  and rel igiosi ty .  

National Identity and Secular I srael 

Danny:  Christiani ty  given u p  the national aspect of i t  i n  favour o f  the universal 

rel i g ion . .  Jewish religion didn ' t ,  i t's still a very national rel ig ion . . .  Whe n  someone . . .  
j 

con verts into Judaism he becomes a part o f  the nat ion . . . So there ' s  . . .  a great confusion 

sometimes between re l ig ion and nat i on . 

In Chap ter Two we charted the emergence o f  an ardently secularist  movement o f  

national rej uvenati on which la id the fmmdations for the ret urn to Zion, i t s e l f  bui l ding  o n  

t h e  Jewish I !askafa a n d  t h e  possib i l i t ies t h i s  provided for a reorientation of t h e  relat ionship 

between the individual and Am. A vol un tary coalescence occuned around the 
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understanding of the J ew as a member of a national community (in the modem sense), 

bound by t ies of h istory, ethnicity and mutual rel iance, and destined for a future as a 

rejuvenated, free people l iv in g  i n  their own nation-state, speaking Hebrew and beholden to 

none. I t  was the ideological victory of this re-imagining of peoplehood that laid the basis 

for secular Jewish-Israel i  identity and provided this identity with both content and meaning. 

With the mutation of Zionist i deology i nto a less wel l-defmed Israeli nationalism, 

secularity was faced with a perceptual crisis in  relation to a resurgence of rel igious claims 

to Jewish authentici ty. W ith Jewish culture so long carried in  the vessel of the religious 

tradition, and with a general fai lure of secular Jewishness to provide adequate means for 

Jewish expression outside the bounds of reli gious modes and symbolic fields, the Israeli 

public sphere was surrendered to the religious. Their, often conservati ve, understandings of 

what it is  to be a Jew seriously undermined the popular legitimacy of secular J ewish 

voluntarism in self-expression and group definition. 

Secular Jewish identity is not viewed by many Israelis as a legit imate basis for 

i magining Jewish peoplehood but exists regardless as an actual reality of self-understanding 

and in the non-rel i gious (usually private) expression of Jewish i dentity.  It is  a central 

e lement in an Israeli national identity hopelessly confused with Zionism and J ewish 

identity, given the inabi l ity of most seculars to draw a l ine between Jewish and Israeli ,  as 

we shal l  see below. Jewish-Israel i  seculari ty is beset with problems of p ubl ic legit imacy b ut 

finds public expression in a widespread patriotic sentiment, pride in the army ( itself  the 

product and embodi ment of Jewish-Zionist secularity), a desire to serve the state and Israeli 

people (both always i magined as Jewish) and in a pervasive voluntarism with regard to the 

public celebration of both rel ig ious and nat ional hol idays. With regard to rel igious festivals, 

this is  best exemplified by p ublic gath�rin gs for such festivals as Purim and Succot where 

the secular publ ic comes together e ither in groups of friends and family, or in municipally­

organised events to watch the kids parade in costume, and for entertainment, food and 

relaxation . They do so in the same manner that secular publics in Christian countries attend 

the ubiquito us Christmas parades and witl1 the same lack of attention to the rel igious 

meanings of the festival , while ut i l ising the rebgious symbols  relevant to each hol iday . I n  

m y  own fan1i ly w e  l ight Shabbat candles and say the blessing, dress u p  for Purim, build a 

Succa every year and attend many of the municipal events related to rel igious festivals as a 
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way of expressing my wife's and son's Jewish identity, yet are entirely secular, and I would 

vouchsafe that this is true for most secular Jews worldwide. 

None of this should surprise. The wi11 to identify as a nation is never encompassed by 

religious ooderstandings of peoplehood, no matter to what extent this perceived shared 

heritage has been transported through time by the religious tradition which shaped its 

understanding. Nationalism's power lies in its modularity and the ease with which it is 

transported from one cultund context to another as a profoundly powerful tool for inventing 

a sense of shared history (albeit selectively) and future, personified in the image of the 

etemal, irreducible nation-state (Anderson 1983:4-7; Wicker 1 997:46). The nation-state 

itself is largely chimeric given the fact that nations or peoples almost never form discrete 

population units corresponding with modem state domains of suzerainty. Benedict 

Anderson ( 1 983 :6-7) postulates that the modem nation-state is an imagined community . 

Most fellow-members never know each other and thus must invent community through 

envisaging the ties that bind them. The nation itself is imagined as limited so that a 

differentiation might be set up between members and non-members, and is reified as a 

sovereign entity. Anderson ( 1 983:7) explains that the nation is always imagined as a 

community of "deep horizontal comrndeship", and that it is this experienced fraternity that 

has allowed appeals to nation to be so effective in mobilising and motivating members even 

to the extent where they will die for this imagined community. This is certainly true of 

Israel. 

Bernard Nietsclunann ( 1 989) makes a clear differentiation between nation and state. 

He argues that a nation constitutes the geographically bounded territory of a common 

people who have a common ancestry, history, society, institutions, ideology and language. 

In contrast, a state is a centralised political system that is recognised by others of its kind 

and uses a civilian and military bureaucracy to euforc.e one set of Laws, institutions, and 

sometimes language and religion within its boundaries with no regard to pre-existing 

nations therein (Nietschrnann 1 989:3). As a state, Israel seeks to ensure its legitimacy 

through appeals to cultural specificity and fashions itself through self-representation as the 

endpoint of a long but inevitable historical process that transfonned peoplebood into 

statehood. 
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Herzfeld ( 1 997 :7, 2 1 -22) notes that the state bolsters its authority through the 

production of a structural nostalgia for a lost golden age of unity and cultural efflorescence 

that feeds back into official invocations of moral and customary va]ues, often selectively 

appropriated from local codes. He argues that it is in the deluge of nationalist 

historiography that the individual is able to find the materials from which to construct their 

own understandings of theirs' and their people's past. The Israeli state went to great lengths 

in cultural production as it tried to weld myriad, tmassociated immigrant groups into an 

imagined community (particularly througb education). 

Israel maintains an understanding of nationality that is deeply confused with Jewisb 

ethnicity (Rejwan 1 999:47). It is impossible to envisage the Israeli without bringing into 

play Jewish themes and symbols married intrinsically to imagined peoplehood and etbnie. 

The result of this nationalisation and politicisation of Jewish identity in stmgg]es for 

legitimacy, resources and power in the Israeli state is ·t.:ulturkampf 

Secular Jewish Ethnicity 

Where nationalism asserts ties to a collective heritage, ethnicity best embodies 

authenticity in the Israeli popular imagination, a fact that helps explain the invasion of civil 

religion by a religious tradition that spe-aks in the name of Am rather than the Israeli .  

Barth ( 1 969: l 0- 1 1 ) describes the ethnic group, as presented in anthropological 

literature, as characterised by biological self-perpetuation; sharing fundamental cultural 

values realised in cultural forms; as a collective witb its own field of cotDlnuni(.�tion and 

interaction and as a group with members able to distinguish self from outsiders in 

formulating an etlmic category opposed to others of "the san1e order". Barth ( 1 %9:J J )  

argues for tbe prob1ematisation of boundary maintenance, an assertion borne out in the 

Israeli kulturkampfthrough the extreme politicisation of the 'who is a Jew' question. He also 

prefers to see the possession of a shared culture as a result rather than as a defining 

characteristic of ethnic group organisation. an asseveration backed by the post-functionalist 

fracturing of claims to cultural homogeneity (Barth 1 969: 1 1 ). Barth (1 969: 1 4-1 5) 

emphasises ascription as a vital feature of ethnic group identification and proposes the 

investigation of ethnic boundary maintenance which he perceives to be at the heart of 

etlmicity production. Barth's approach is backed by Lamout and Molnar (2002:175) wbo 
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assert that ; "This relational perspecti ve resonates with more recent work on racial and 

ethn i c  ident ity c on struction that considers these i denti t ies are the result o f  a process of self­

definit ion and the construct i o n  o f  symbol i c  boundaries and assignment of col l ective 

i dentit ies by others". 

Wicker ( 1997 : 30) provides an essent ia l  i ns igh t  into the I srael i  kulturkampf by arguing 

t hat ; "In s ituations of extreme ethnic overload, channels o f  v io lence are m oved from the 

i ntra-ethn i c  to the inter-ethnic l e ve l ,  i dent it y  switching and i nt er-marriage suddenl y  count 

as  treason and h ybrid socia l  worlds have to  be re-segregated along ethnic l ines" . The resu l t  

i s  t h e  ethnicisati on of nat ional  i dentity and pol itics a n d  t h e  radical j uxtaposi t io n  o f  

compet ing i mages o f  the idea l  ethnic such a s  the Israel i l e ft-liberal universal ist ic humanist ic 

read i ng of Jewish trad it ion and i ts  more part icul aristic rel i gious counterpose. 

With regard to the wider commu n i ty o f  s ecul ar Jews, u l tra-Orthodox denunciations of 

the non-observan t  as goyim h a ve mutated i n to a gross genera l i sation of secular l i festy l e  

choices a s  non-J ewish, sel fish, i n dividual ist ic materia l ism expressed i n  many cases by 

those who share therein inc l ud i n g  elements of the secular media and of the academy 

(usual ly Zioni s t-orientcd) .  This i s  unsmvrisi n g  given the emphasis i n  Judaism on 

orthopraxy and the strong coll ect i vist ethos Zionism helped e n gender in I srae l i  secular 

society, but i ts predictab i l i ty does not bel i e  t he fac t  i t  is h ighl y  consequentia l .  The 

boundaries of J ew ish inc lusion and exc lusion are set at  a poi n t  where the maj ority of 

secular Jews find themselves left beyon d  the Pale with no defence agai nst  a b arrage of 

attacks on the Jewishness of their l i festyl e  and behavioural patterns. It a lso hands 

s ignificant auth ority in representation to the rel igious who are easi ly  able to assert their own 

J ewish i dent i ty thro ugh the publ ic  nature of their adherence to the tenets o f  Judaism - l on g  

t h e  vessel of Jewish tradit io n .  I t  creates a constant tension with in  secular Jewish society o f  

proving their existence not only  a s  a communi ty but as Jews when they h ave n o  criteria t o  

define their o w n  Jcwishness except strong se lf-ascription and state-recognit i o n .  Otherwise 

they arc left w i th t h e  'stu ff of tradi tion, irreducibly l inked to  Judaism, i ts e l f  an immensely 

powerful cultura l  engine and seeming seat of i dent i ty. 

Where sec ular Jewish-Israel is  seek to n egotiate their J e wish identity i n  the face o f  

these powerful rel ig i o-cu l t ural e xpressions, they d o  so largel y  a lone or within the fam i l y  a s  

the publ i c  sphere belongs to  Orthodox Juda i s m .  This point i s  vital in understanding t h e  
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vicious Orthodox battle to keep Reform and Conservative Judaism out of Israel, given the 

legitimacy these denominations would provide the voluntarism of those who identify as 

secular Jewish-Israelis - the motto of our local Refonn synagogue here in 

Wellington, New Zealand is, 'Refonn Judaism: Because there is more than one way to be 

Jewish' . Indeed, many secular Israeli Jews are tumed off Orthodox religiosity precisely 

because they see nothing of themselves in it and, in my opinion, a significant minority 

would show a greater interest in the religious tradition if Orthodox coercion and 

conservatism had not tumed them off religion a l together . Secular lsfaeli-Jewish identity 

politics is strongly reactive to religious rejection of their Jewishness and expresses itself in 

largely ethnic terms as a pride in Jewish peoplehood and achievements through time and a 

sense of belonging thereto. 

Liebman ( 1 990 :xv, xvii) distinguishes two camps of ideological secularis ts, the 

nationalist and universalist, identifying each with Mapan1 and RATZ respectively. No easy 

dichotomy arose from interview responses but both elements certainly appeared in most. l 

asked Meretzniks to discuss whether Jewish identity is a nationality or an ethnicity and 

whether it necessarily has a religious di mension. Several found it difficul t to separate 

religion and nationality, often confusing the latter with ethnicity, possibly due to the 

popular semantic confusion of 'I sraeli' and 'Jewish' : 

Ariel :  I t's more by nationality but it's also my religious and f don't  know which comes first, 

I r eally don' t know. B ut I can say that second . . .  I reaJJy have a strong Jewish identity . I 

know that I am a [part of the] Jewish people and I feel myself as a Jewish, you know not a 

citizen of the world or something like that 

D :  I s  it an e thnicity, is it a religion? 

Y os si: . . .  for me . . .  it cannot be only religious but I wonder whether it ' s  really . . .  a 

nationality being Jewish? I'm not sure . 

Benny: Yeah, right, I just can' t give you an answer because I 'm so confused about it. l 

don ' t  know [how to] separate, and how you can, or if i t's wrong or right to separate 

nationality with religious, especially about Jews . . .  I just can't  tel l .  
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D :  I s  Jewishness necessmily t ied to Judaism? 

Tali : No . . .  i t 's  m ore l ike a national thing . . .  less than a rel ig ious thing . . .  It  was always a 

nat ion . . .  i t ' s  l ike a people that spread all  over the world. 

Avi bel ieves that Jews const i tute an ethnic group identifi able  by shared behav ioural 

characterist ics : 

A v i : I t ' s  an eth n i c  group you can see by the way we behave. Jewish behaviour i s  something 

you can see al l  o ver the world . . .  the chutzpah and all ,  everyth i n g. . .  I th i n k  a combination 

of rel igious and ethnic because there is  s uch a thing you eaU the Jewish behaviours, no 

doubt about i t .  

Danny pos i ts  a common genet ic  background in  proposing a shared ethnic ity . Both his 

and A vi 's answer e schew the cultural i n  postulating the existence o f  deeper bonds o f  

consan guin i ty and attendant behaviours that stand somewhere between ethnic i ty  and 'race'. 

D :  I s  the ir  any e thn ic  d i mens ion to it [Jewish ident ity]? 

Danny: An · d i mension, yes of course . . .  I t 's  a nation and t here is  a genetic sim i larity 

between one Jew and ano ther . . .  I know that  i n  the ' 50s they d id . . .  genet ic research 

comparing Jews from d i fferent descents .  They found that all Jews except for . . .  one 

com mun i ty had very, very distinct s imi larities . . .  i n  thei r  DNA The onl y  group that was 

d i fferent were the Yemen i tc group. That, by the way, was wh y they didn ' t  publish i t .  

Hadar : Yeah.  So peoj1le arc looking for their tribe. S o  I look upon i t  a s  a tribe . . .  t hat  you 're 

born to,  but . .  not something that is rel igious.  

Yaron and Moshe reject e lemental association s  for the cultural and open the possib i l ity 

o f  membership t hrough knowledge and desire rather than descent: 



1 50 

Yaron: Yeah,  I understand that for a lot of people . . .  it also has a religious meaning but for 

m e  it has no religious meaning because I 'm not religious. So for me being J ewish means 

that I ' m  part of an ethnic group. 

D :  So you think you can voluntarily i dentify with an ethnic group rather than seemg 

yourself as primordially associated through blood? 

Y: I understand that for a lot of people this  causes a very difficult identity crisis but i t  

doesn' t  seem to do so for me . . .  I don' t  see why you . . .  [could] become a member of the 

New Zealander nation or a member of the Australian nation and not become a member of 

the Jewish nation just by showing that you very much want  to become part of the nation 

and being able to adapt to the culture or wishing to adopt the culture. 

Moshe: If you think of it as a nation then when you l ive enough among people of this 

nation and you l ike speak their language and share their feasts . . .  then at the end you ' l l  have 

s imi lar identity and then you wi l l  be a part of the same nation even if you' re originally not 

fro m  the same ethnic group . . .  

D:  . . .  over t ime that 's  exactly what' s  been happening. 

M: Exactly, exactly . L ike many of them j ust man-ied Jews and they lived w ith them so . . .  

practically they are Jews now.  

In the fol lowing excerpts interviewees expl ic itly reject rel igiosity as a determinant of 

Jewish identity :  

D :  I s  Jewislmess necessarily t ied to J udaism? 

Tali : No . . .  i t's more l ike a national thing . . .  less than a rel ig ious thing . . .  It was always a 

nation . . .  i t ' s l ike a people that spread all over the world. 

Erez: You don' t  have to go to synagogue and actual ly you don ' t  have to bel ieve in the God 

to be Jewish, of course, because if the Halakha say that you have just a Jewish mother you 

don' t  have to believe in God. 

D: Does Jewish identity necessarily have a rel igious dimension? 
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Ehud:  N o t  at  a l l .  

Living Secular Jewish Ident i ty 

I asked research p art icipants what  it i s  to be Jewish and whether it i s  possible t o  b e  a 

secular Jew. 1l1e s u bject also often came up s po n taneously. Given the centrality o f  the 

question t o  this d issetiat ion I have i n c l uded every i nterviewee's defi n i tion o f  wha t  i t  is  t o  be 

Jewish i n  an e fiort t o  avoid m isrepresentation . Respondents '  answers exhi b i t  a great deal o f  

forethought  o n  the i ssue - a reflexivi ty that i s  i tself a response t o  rel igious chal l enges to 

secular l e gi t i m acy 

D: I s  a secular Jewish ident ity possib le?  

Amir :  Y cs  . . that' s the way I see myself as  Jewish and secular . . .  

D :  W h at . . .  are some the o f  I srael . . .  that you don ' t  l ike? 

A :  The fact  that . . .  i t 's  a Jewish country and tha t  someon e  could ca l l  me up one day and tel l  

me, "Hey, you're not you ' re not who you are", take my identi ty .  

D What is  i t ,  to be a s ecular Jew? 

Hadar :  When they h ave the courage to stand up and say "We l ike to eat pork and we think 

i t's  very normal to  · and i t's o ur r ight  to do whatever we l ike  on Yom K i pp ur " .  So i t  

gwes m ore courage . .  And i t' s  good. 

my as to secul arity.  Noam agrees t h at t o  

be a takes issue with ihe i rre l igiosity o f  those referred to as secular s  

m with  my propos i t ion that t h is 'secularity' has more to do with  l i festyle 

than a l ack rel ig io;l s  bchef: 

D :  What i s  Jcwishncss? 

Noa m :  I to be a . . .  yes, a rcvolut ion fary] . . .  

D :  I s  a secular-Jcwish identity possible? 

N :  N o . . .  i f  you tal k  about secular s o  that i t 's  someone that. . .  don ' t  exposed to Jewish 

fest ivals . . . .  IIc can ' t  be . . .  Jewish and don ' t  experience it .  Maybe you arc t h e  man of the 
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world, it ' s  a good thing b ut . . .  no, no . . .  there is no secular. Also, let 's  say, I, if you asked me 

"What you are secular . . .  or not secular?" I will  tell, and most of the people . . .  will  tel l  you 

that they are secular by the definition . . .  of the society b ut . . .  

D :  [ i.nteiTupts] Yeah, i n  Israel i t ' s  more of a l ifestyle definition than anything else though 

isn' t  it? 

N :  Yes, yes, yes it' s the l ifestyle. This is . . .  so, but I go to, to syn.ago!,rue . . .  [at] Pessach. 

Boaz and Idan speak of Meretz' role in laying the foundations for tlle recognition of the 

legitimacy of Jewish diversity. I partic u larly enjoy Idan's desciiption of a new Judai.sm:  

Boaz: I am Jewish, I was born Jewish but I ,  I 'm not  religious in any way and as  long as 

J udaism is i dentified as a religious thing I can't really recognise myself  as being Jewish 

because I ' m  not religious . 

D :  Do you think that Judaism is necessarily tied to being Jewish or is it a . . .  

B :  [ interrupts] No.  

D:  secular form o f  J udaism, of Jewishness is possible? 

B :  Of course i t ' s  possible.  1 think Judaism is a culture and you can share a cttl ture without 

share the religion or the religious belief. 

D: OK . Do you think . . .  that Meretz is acting as a cultural engine m terms of creating 

secular J ewi.sh identity i n  I srael? 

B :  Yes, definitely because first of al l  giving legitimacy to being secular. . .  There's  a vast 

problem . . .  if you say Jewish values . . .  people on the street would say '"Oh yeah, that 's good 

our children should get Jewish val ues" .  And they never ask themselves what the heck 

Jewish values are . . . I mean, what are Jewish values? You can find in rel igion, especial ly i n  

the . . .  O l d  Testament, you can find anything . . .  if you love somebody and she ' s  man·ied and 

you want her can you ki l l  her husband? is that a Jewish value, who can say [laughs] . . .  I 

don ' t  b uy into it . . .  every political party has a . . .  very great i mpact on the pol itical 

discourse . . .  and on the c ultme and when Shulamit Aloni said that like, "No, I an1 a secular 

but. . . in order to be a, a cultured person I don't  need to be religious" .  I think it's . . .  opened a 

door . . .  to a new kind of thinking and i t's changed a lot. 
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D :  What was the ideological aspects of Meretz that appealed to you? 

Jdan :  Most ly the re l igious  th ing but I th mk it's more deeper than that. Like the first Zionists 

who cam e  h e re to I s rael ,  they wanted to build h ere not just a state but . . .  a n ew Jew . . .  They 

did the first s teps . And a fter the state was formed they d i d n ' t  succeed but I th i n k  t h at there 

isn ' t  a n e w  Jew but there is a new Judaism . 

D :  Righ t, m teresting. What i s  the n e\v Judaism? 

1:  That we accept each other. I l ike to eat ham and I l ike  to cat cheese with meat but J d on ' t  

t h i n k  that  I' m  doi n g  something very excit i ng. I l ike to d o  tha t, I d o  that  i n  m y  home. I do 

that not  j ust in I do i t  in  t h e  stre et but I do n' t t h in k  that i t ' s  something specia l .  I 

accept that people  don ' t  want to do that . That you can accept the other, that you c an l ive 

w i th a lo t  Jews d i !Terenl  looks a t  the world and different sides.  I f  you can accept 

each other, that is  the n ew J udaism. I t h i n k  that this is Mcretz today. 

For the major i ty interviewed, t ies to the Jewish people were conceived o f  as 

!HStorical and cul tural. Noti ce how many refer to k11owing the Bible and other works of the 

rel i gious trad i tion as i rn port ant in understanding one's people and by extens ion oneself, this  

wh i l e  exp l i c i tly reject i n g  rel i gi on as the basis for Jewish identity and commun ity .  

: l that  

the th ing 

is a people  cal led the Jewish 

i t  . .  Somebody said that Judaism is 

the rel ig i on is no t  

do . . . And you 

don' t  have t o  be to be a Jewish . . .  I myse l f don' t  believe . . . m God, for 

example . .  I a m  a Jew . .  I fee l  l ike Jew . I 

person .  

annoyed b y  anti-Semitism . . .  l ike o ther 

D: Tel l . m e  about your own 

you t h i nk .  . .  are p art df  you? 

as a What . . .  components . . .  o f  J ew i shness  do 

M: I speak Hebrew . .  I read in  Hebrew . .  m y  favourite songs are in Hebrew . . . I think  that ' s 

the main th in g, I thi n k  that the language i t  is very important. I like the bible . . .  I leam a lot 

from i t ,  I mean in a sense . . .  a l ot of the principles . . .  we believe in , or a lot of the first social 

rules came from there . I don 't bel i eve everything written there . . .  I don ' t  bel ieve that we 

should stones at homosexuals for example . 
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D :  Describe what i t  is t o  b e  Jewish. 

Vered: A collective memory. Like the Holocaust, l ike the Bible. 

D: A shared history as well ?  

Vered: Yeah, a shared history . . .  l i k e  the Bible, but not i n  a religious way. It's m y  book .like 

any religious man . . .  I don't  l ike when the rel igious tell me that I ' m  a Jewish only if L .  

[am] rel igious and work like the Torah said . . .  I' m very interested in  the Halakha. I learn a 

lot about Jewish and I want to learn i n  the university about philosophical Jewish as well .  It's 

very interesting, but it's very smart . . .  There is a lot of stupid . . .  s tuff,! about how to wear 

your socks, the right one before the left, and then your shoelaces, the left one before the 

r ight. . .  and shit like that . Yeah, but there' s  a book called Devarim that' s  talking about law 

for the people, for the goyim, and it's very socialist . 

D :  Does Jewish identity necessarily have a rel igious dimension? 

Yaron : Well obviously no because I ' m  Jewish and I' m not religious. I t  can but it doesn't  

have to . . .  I think that without h istory you don ' t  have any identity whatsoever. . .  I understand 

that people have a need to i dentify themselves . . .  it's j ust a basic human need . . .  there' s  some 

nice stories, there' s  some very . . .  lyrical passages . . .  they are very nice. So, yeah, b ut I don't  

know i f . .  I 'd p ick up and read the Bible before I 'd  read, you know, Churchi l l 's  six books 

on World War I I . . .  I define my secularity . . .  as in having a . . .  John Bach or, or a John 

S tuart. . .  Mil l  type of thing. So that' s  . . .  how . . .  my secular identity is defined . . .  that 's why I 

don't define myself as a secular but. . .  as a l iberal and that's my Jewish, non-rel igious 

identity . . .  I believe that l ike the A vodah and L ikud. National Jewish identity is not 

rel igious but it 's not defin i tely liberal based. 

Yaron's sel f-definition, as a liberal Jew, is a n  interesting one based on reflection on 

what being a secular Jew entails, and how he believes this equates with h is sense of self 

Yossi describes how secular Jews cohere as a vol untaristic cultural group - notice the 

emphasis on holiday celebrations and Hebrew and the stress he places on i ntentional ity in 

learning what it is  to be Jewish : 
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D: Is i t  possible to b e  ent irely secular and Jewish and i f  so . . .  what does that mean? 

Yossi : Ent irely secular and Jewish, yeah, sure. Again,  fi rst of all you, you are born 

Jewish . . .  you speak the language, you speak Hebrew and you l ive with many other Jewish 

and you share the same habi ts . . .  of hol i days and a l l  that.. I would say that you have to have 

the hol idays but . . .  what you can do i s  . . .  maybe celebrate i t  i n  d i fferent ways . . .  feel ing . . .  at 

least in a l i t t le bit  that you ' re a part o f  this . . .  people . . .  Wel l  a development o f  that is i f. . 

you're interested and, and you . . .  try to leam and k now . . .  tJ1e cultural part ; not only do you 

say "OK, I '  rn a Jew" . . .  bu t  I th i nk you ' re a better Jew 

D: What does i t  mean to say that you ' re Jewish? 

Ehud:  That ' s  the m i l l ion-do l lar question.  It means that .  . .  I ' m  part of . .  an enormous 

community .  I t  has a h istory, a tradition t hat connects everyone who feels that they belong to 

the Jewish commw1ity . And i t  means values 

D: Tell m e  some of the values of Judaism, or Jewish tradit ion that you l ik e  . . .  

E :  . . .  don ' t  do to others what you don ' t  want others t o  do t o  you . . .  i t 's l ike the Ten 

Commandmen ts 

Amit  proposes a cont inued emphas is  on educat ion as an element o f  Jewish tradi tion 

retained in  the transit ion to  seculari ty : 

A m i t :  l th ink Jewish . . .  One k ind cult ural things about the Passover Seder and stuff But  J 

t h ink even more deep are the heritage l have from my mother and my !:,'Tandmother about 

the way I look at stu ff. This i s  a very, a very Jewish thing that you get through culture and 

not only . . .  how you clap your hands i n  this k ind o f  hol iday or the next kind of holiday. 

Al though it is a very i important, stu ff about  culture . . .  you have to be good at  studies . . .  you 

have to be a book person .  You can see i t  al l  abroad . . .  you have to be a good intel lectuaL it  

has a very root, h istorical reason .  

Yossi describes h i s  sense of belongin g  t o  a people W1 ited b y  culture and history . H i s  

choice to study Jewish tradit ion in a Reform synagogue again emphasises that a proper 

defin i tion of 'secular' I s rael i-Jews, as a social category, concems itsel f primarily with 



1 56 

l ifestyle rather than a lack of belief or religiosity - though many are also secular in the 

traditional sense : 

D :  What does it mean to say you 're Jewish? 

Yossi: The simple answer is j ust because I was bom . . .  to the Jewish people I feel a 

connection . . .  to the h istory. I mean I learned i t, I J i ve i n  i t .  . . I speak the language, I speak 

Hebrew, I l ive here and . . .  I ' m  interested in that . . .  not in the ceremonial p arts . . .  not . . .  tl1e 

tradi t ion of mitzvot and aJl that b ut the tradition of and the books, rr love some of the 

books . . .  the B ible, of course. I don ' t  believe in many of the stories but I l ike to read them . . .  

I don' t  have t o  believe i n  i t  to enjoy reading or t o  connect to these stories. And o f  course 

many other books; Jewish phi losophers, religious and not rel igious. . .  I ' m  trying to 

connect . . .  to the Reform ists because that ' s  a very good way . . .  otherwise where should I go 

to, e ither to a regular Bet Knesset, which. . .  I have n o  intentio n  o f  doing or to a library 

which . . .  i t's very lonely to, to open books aJone . . .  in a Refonnist Bet Knesset .I can ask the 

rabbi or other people who understand more than me and learn about it and read books. 

A vi : I really think that every Jewish shoul d  know, j ust know not to do, not to believe, j ust 

know part of the Jewish tradition . . .  I want to study sometime about our traditional culture, 

about the mitzvot, why we do it, what is the reason . . .  [behind] the differen t  holidays . . .  I 

know a bi t  about the Jewish history . . .  in . . .  the Diaspora and all that . . .  I think every Je\vish 

should know these things as a part of his identity and so you don ' t  have to be religious to be 

Jewish. 

Moshe : So I ' m  doing it not only on Shavuot, I try to study . . .  the B ible, the Talmud. .. It's 

because I find it interestin g, because I find it a major part of my identity . . .  in fact the only 

part in the identi ty is the culh1ral ident ity, and as a culture 1 udaism is the c ulture which I 

grew u p  on . It i s  not the only one . So i f  I would have to combine my identity I would say 

that 80% of i t  is this one . . .  and 1 0% is25 . . .  and 5 %  is American because of all  the int1uence 

we have here. And there is also maybe l %  from my hips around the world . . .  I can also 

25 Country of birth, excised to protect identi ty. , 
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d ivide i t  and say that the  m ost  crucial element of my identity is  being a26 . . .  and I do t h i nk 

t hat one can be part of the Jewish nation and without being rel igious or without having a 

rel igion at a l l  . . .  not al l  people have . . .  to h ave al l  the cultural aspects of Judaism. Maybe I 

l ike to do it because I l ike to study. 

Eight respondents identi fied either as nominal Jews or as non-Jews, often as explicit  

responses to the Orthodox monopolisation o f  Jev.rish iden t i t y .  As al l  these respondents are 

Jew-ish according to both Halakha and state law, their  m i nimal isation or opting out  of 

Jewish identity is important i n  problemabsing and stressing the voluntarism of what seems 

a natural category of sel f-ascript ion, ethn icity .  It shows h ow public ident ities can fai l  to 

convmce as representations of self or act as only a m i nor corollary of other identity 

elemen ts : 

D: So do you th ink that Jewish identity is n ecessari ly . . .  t ied to rel igion? 

Ron i :  That ' s  a good quest ion . . .  Jewish i dentity throughout history was defined . . .  by the 

' other' . Being a Jew meant you were hated by all  those ant i -Semites . . .  Once again I don ' t  

define myself  as Jewish . 

Oph ir: Wel l  too many peop le here . . .  think that their way of being Jewish is . . .  the only right 

way of being Jewish . And, of course, that' s  not true, there are many . You can be Jewish i n  

many ways, n o t  only i n  t h e i r  way. 

D: Tell me about your way of being Jewish anyway. 

0 :  Oh, i t ' s a very hard q uest ion . . .  l ask myself every day . . .  To tel l  you the truth I don ' t  

care too m uch . . .  Pri mari l y  I ' m  a citizen o f  the world before being Jewish, before being 

I srael i .  If I ' m  Jewish; it's j ust  because my mother was Jewish, that ' s  al l .  . .  I don ' t  bel ieve in 

God . . .  

0 :  Do you have any interest i n  Jewish tradi t ion at a l l?  

0 :  Very l i t t le ,  r mean, I have nothing against i t ,  o f  course, but  I have more interesting 

th ings . . .  I mean, when you say Jewish identity what ' s  Jewish if  not  a rel igion? 

D: Can there be such a thing as secular identity then, secular Jewish identity? 

26 Occupation excluded to protect identi ty.  
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0: Wel l ,  maybe yeah, but it also has to do with the religion, even i f  it's secular because. My 

parents, for example, they define themselves secular but you can' t  help it, their Jewish 

identity has rel igious marks, rel ig ious traits . . .  

D: So you think Jewish identity 's  necessarily built  on rel igious tradition, for example? 

0: Yeah .  

Raz: I never considered myself a s  a Jew. My parents were communists and I d id not have a 

circumcision done by the rabbi but by a surgeon, and J did not celebrate bar mitzvah . . .  but 

we do gather on Rash Hashanah and Pessach my family. 

Efrat : . . .  before I was a Marxist I used to think that I can have a relation to . . .  Jewishness but 

now I don ' t  feel  that because, well objectively I am Jewish because my ancestors are 

Jewish but it doesn' t  mean anything to me . . .  when I talk to people they're saying . . .  "do you 

define yourself as Jewish?" I say, "Well the fact is I am because my mother is a Jew and 

her mother was a Jew and so on and so on" .  And they say "so why aren ' t  you proud of it?' 

And I sa id, "It 's two different things. One is the fact that I am, the second is . . .  to say that it  

has any value", and I don ' t  think who I am has any value. Like I'm not better because I am 

a Jew or because I ' m  a woman or because of anyth i ng. 

Nir: J call  myself atheist . . .  I don' t  bel ieve in  God, J don' t  believe i n  any religion . . .  Well I 

am a Jew whether I l ike it or not . . .  there's certain things that yo u keep l ike on Pessach, 

Passover you do the big meal, stuff l ike that. I t's not me keeping the milzvahs and reading 

the Torah three t imes a day . . .  it's basi c  stuff. 

Gilad:  I t  was during the officer' s  course and we were speaking about Jewish identity and 

everything and I told that I feel mysel f  maybe technically I think I 'm a Jew but I don 't  see 

anything Jewish about me . . .  I don 't  see it as a . . .  genetic thing and once you don ' t  believe in 

something i t  doesn't  have any meaning . . .  people at first began to see i t  as quite a show, they 

thought I was extreme. But I can ' t  imagine how can it be thought extreme. I always 

wondered how can you be in the middle on such a thing . . .  I only started to see the effects 

days later when people actually started treating me different ly . . .  a few people were . . .  
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suddenly exploding at me and shouting '"What are you doing here anyway and why do you 

serve in the army if you don't a Jew" . . .  It was the flfst time l think l realised how much 

people can hate you jlt'it becalt'ie you think something different than they do . . . 1 think being 

Jewish involves first of all having . .. faith., believing in the Jewish God ... which complies 

you to do everything, the ceremonies and the prayers. Ifs like a package deal., but it's first 

of aJI being a believer. Since I'm not. . .  a Jot of people tell me "Ab . . . we don't exactly 

believe but we like to keep those sort of things because we think they're beautiful .  Like, we 

like to keep some sort of ceremony". You know, it's very trice and everything but. . .  how 

eau it define me as sometlriug. I don't actually see why people do things they don't believe 

m .  

Gilad denies the right of secular Jews to self-identify as such in premising Jewish 

i dentity on religiosity - an argument that shows the influence of Orthodox discourses, in my 

opinion. Gal concurs and relates his belief that holding to Jewish identity is imposSible if 

one is to be a universalist and a humanist, a view supported by Ran: 

Gal :  No, honestly I don't think I'm Jewish . . .  I understand Jud.aism as an agreement between 

man, individual and God. Since l am  atheist l cannot be Jewish because 1 don't have the 

notion of God . . . I don't think like most of the Orthodox Jew . . .  that you are born with a 

Jewish soul. 1 don't  believe in dualism, l don't  accept the dissertation that God send you a 

souL since I'm not a dualist and I'm not believing in God 1 cannot be Jewisb in tbe sense 

of you are a Jewish from birtb no matter if you are doing the mitzvot or not, since you' ve 

got. . .  a Jewish soul. So l ' m  not doing any of the mitzvot because 1 didn't do any agreement 

with God and l don't believe that 1 have a Jewish souL Therefore I don't know any notion 

that I could be Jewish. .. 1 personally don't have the problem with identity. I think of myself 

as a humanist. Now a humanist have to be first of all cosmopolitan. 

Ran: I don't define myself a Jewish. 1 support cancelling all nations. 

Secular Israeli views on Jewish identity equate with Levine's ( 1 997:74) study of New 

Zealand Jews in that their 'identification with' is essentialJy idiosyncratic and disp1ays a 



160 

high degree of voluntary selection, far less mediated by social networks and community 

than religious - although the state plays a prominent role. As Liebman and Don Yehiya 

( 1 98 1  : 1  06) note lsrae1i atheists are able to identjfy as Jews and stand as ardent backers of 

the Jewishness of the state through pigeon-holing the religious tradition as relating solely to 

life cycle rituals and family associations rather than as imposing certain beliefs and 

practices. This holds true for the wider Israeli secular community in which religious modes 

of Jewish solidarity are constantly reinterpreted or rejected, dependant on their perceived 

utility in representing the Jewish self and family (Krausz & Tu lea 1998:27, 30, 94). As 

such, secular Jewish-Israeli identity is neither "secularism by default" (Friedman cited in 

Liebman & Katz 1 997 : 1 40) nor an absolute rejection of religious symbols and semantic 

fields relating to Jewishness but a vigorous, diverse and inherently modem trawling of 

tradition in pursuit of both personal meaning and a mode of relating to community (Krausz 

& Tulea 1 997 :30). 

Israeli Identity 

The idea of an independently secular Jewish nation is of relatively recent origin, 

and to this day its primary concepts suffer from a certain ideological fuzziness 

(ex-Meretz MK Atm1on Rubinstein 1984: 169). 

Don Yehiya and Liebman (Lehman-WiJzjg & Susser 1 98 1 : 10 1 - 102) argue that the 

terms Israeli and Jewish are virtually synonymous for Israeli Jews, a finding explained by 

reference to a public survey result in which 93% thought that Israel should be a Jewish state 

and 64% believed that the state should adhere to Jewish values. It is in the vagueness and 

semantic mutability of references to a 'Jewish state' and 'Jewish values' that the power of 

Orthodox and Zionist discourses on these subjects lies; these terms are ea....y to agree with as 

general statements of preference with a content to be decided by others. The avalanche of 

religious understandings that swept aside secular civil religion from l967 also helped to 

cement the hopeless confusion of Israeli and Jewish. The image of the Zionist, secular 

sabra now seems anachronistic and dated and has been replaced, if at all, by the template of 

the national-religious soldier-settler as the embodiment of modern Zionism - a new ideal 

with little appeal for many. 
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G i ven the general consensus on the desirabi l i ty of a Jewish state the debate then turns 

on defin it ions of what this const i tutes with regard to poli t ica l  inst i t utions, ident i ty  pol i tics, 

educati on, etc. Here again Orthodox have the advantage of possessing a l o n g  t radit ion 

whi ch formu lated the model of  an observant J ewisl1 state governed by Halakha w i th i n  

w h i ch each Jew h a s  a responsibi l i ty t o  observe t h e  mitzvot a n d  t h us speed t h e  messianic 

redemp tion. Seculars have n o  s uch model from which to draw inspiration and around which 

to  ra l ly .  Appeal s  to ' democracy ' ,  'Zionism' or 'civil and human rights' as t ranscendent 

values tend to fal l  flat through a lack of semanti c  depth and l ack a vital sense of Jewish 

spccifici ty necessary tor popular support. Perceived threats to l ifestyle do enervate secu lar 

Israel is  but do not  play a d irect ro l e  in i dent i ty politics and are eas i ly  bastardi sed by 

opponents as appeals to  anti-re l igious sentiment and to se lfish, i n d i vidual is t ic  mater ial i sm.  

I n  order to  tes t  the  perceived confusion o f  Jew i sh and I sraeli I aske d  interviewees if  

t hey were able to  separate the two.  I a lso asked whether Israel i  ident ity exists and i f  so what 

it  consists of I n  the first excerpt  Raz separates I srael i from Jewish through categor i sing the 

latter as a rel igious i denti ty l ike any o t her . He also mentions the eftorts at  ident i ty b oundary 

m ai ntenance that prevent the  strik ing o f ' Jewish' n ational i ty from Israeli ident i ty cards:  

Raz: Part . . .  of  our cu l ture is  the implosion o f  reli gious ident i ty w i th national  i dent i ty . . .  o n  

t h e  ident ity card your nat ional i ty is Jewish a n d  y o u  are n o t  a l l owed t o  change i t  t o  I sraeli 

nat iona l i ty .  And I d o  bel ieve that being Jewish i s  l ik e  being Christian . . .  So I do bel ieve that  

i t  i s  onl y  a question o f  rel i gi ous identity and i f  you are l ike myse l f, or  i f. . [you]  do not  

have any rel igious tendencies or bel iefs . . .  do not cal l . . .  [yourself] Jewish . . . .  e ve n  the 

secular people bel ie ve that we must  celebrate and keep our Jewish i dent i t y  because i t  

survived 2000 years and i f  we do not declare ourselves Jewish then what can h appen w i t h  

t h e  Jewish nation .  And they cannot c onceive o f  bei n g  Israel i  as bein g  a substi tute for being 

Jewish. 

D :  Wou ld you say t h a t  being Israel i  i s  your primary i dentification ,  national iden t i fic ation? 

R: Yes . . .  I wil l  never say that I ' m  Jewish . . .  I never have this problem here because nobody 

speaks about i t .  Whenever I ' m  abroad . . .  peop l e  say, "You are Jewish " .  And i t's very 

d i fficul t  to expla in  to them I'm not J ewish, I ' m  I sraeli and most of my friends . . .  Genti l e s  
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do not practice their rel igion but they expect me because I' m Jewish to practice my 

religion. 

D: What then is the difference between Jewish and Israeli identity? How would you define 

the two? 

R :  Very easy as I said: national versus religious. Ah, and of course, again this is very 

i mportant . . .  a Jewish-Israeli fear that . .'. if we do not collapse this into this then Arabs can 

become Israelis as welL So in order to subordinate the Arabs, whatever their religion is, we 

have to say we are Jewish-Israelis and this is  the same thing and then we can relegate them 

to outside of our society. 

D: Does I sraeli identity even exist? 

Yuval :  Yes, I think it does . . .  I sraeli identity is more related to the land and Jewish identity 

is  more spirituaL 

Yuval shares Raz' opinion that ' Israeli'  and 'Jewish' identities are separable due to the 

religious connotations of the latter. His ident ification of Israeli i dentity with the land is an 

interesting one as it did not come up often as a theme in interviews, probably due to the 

association o f  Eretz Yisrael with the nationalist right, exempli fied in Roi's  ejacuJation : 

Roi :  Being an Israeli i t's good, being a Jew it means that you are a fascist. 

Naaman bel ieves that the death of classical Zionism opened the door for the definition 

of a specifically Israeli identity, while Idan appeals for the nationalisation of I sraeli 

i dentity: 

Naaman: My identity is Israeli and only a part of it is Jewish. [We are seeing] the death of 

Zionism and the beginning of an Israeli identity . 

Idan: I tl1ink that we have to be Israelis like the French are French . . .  i t 's  very difficult 

because our history and our religious are mixed. I know what' s  rel igious and what 1s 

historical but I don' t  thirlk most of the Jews knows that, not j ust the religious ones. 
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Several interviewees who favoured the existence of a separate Israel i  i dentity made an 

effort to define i ts  content and parameters, usually rel y i n g  on behavioural or c ul tural 

argu m e n ts to make their case. A vi describes I srae l i  cul ture as a rich, vivacious, mon grel 

iden tity :  

A vi :  I srae l i  identity . . .  is  a combination of o ur J ewish i dentity . . .  the Jewish p eople i s  

always acting l i ke a herd o f  sheeps . . . here . . .  i s  a very, very wei rd and i nterestin g  

combin at ion between the fact that we c a m e  from more than a hundred countries and that  w e  

adopted . . .  i n  very certa i n  ways t h e  M i d d l e  Eastern m ental ity , you k now, we push, we l oud, 

we tatatata [ si mulates car-horn) all the t i mes. . .  and i f s  created a unique . . .  identity not 

cultura l ly  but more l ike  in the way we behave . We brought the bananas fro m  South 

America, we brought e verything fro m  al l  over the world and . . .  we call  i t  I srael i . So 

everyth i n g  is Israel i .  So,  when I hear in anything that some people said about food, or 

music . . .  that i t 's not I sraeli I disagree . . .  wi th that  kind o f  th ing because everyth i n g  is  Israel i 

now e veryt h ing, everyth ing .  One thing I can te ll  you, the one thing that real ly  is o f  o ursel f  

i s  the langu age. I really proud of . Hebrew because t h i s  i s  t he one thing because i t ' s 

abstract i t ' s  not something that we touch but this  i s  the one thing that we really m ade by 

ourself 

Ron i :  I c an define myself as an I sraeli only because when l was young . . . I l ived i n  

Jeru salem , I smoked I srael i weed and I had Israeli friends . . .  and I went t o  t he I srael i  beach, 

and that ' s  it, and l l ike  fa!c?fel . .  I sraelis . . .  don' t  give a damn and do whatever they want 

whenever they want . . .  sometimes this ends up badly l ike  in  thi s  . . .  bridge that col lapsed at  

the Maccahiah, for example.  Sometimes i t  e nds up i n  great stuff. 

I n  the fol lowing excerpt, Yaron speaks of identity with regard to context, and o f  t he 

i mportance o f  the anny and secular I srae l i  festivals to I srael i  ident i ty. I don' t  share h i s  

belie f  i n  t h e  efficacy of t h e  latter i n  differentiating I sraeli  from Jewish ident i ty given the 

fai lure o f  secularity to stamp i ts  mark o n  these festivals  and the increasing seep of rel igious 

symbols  and d iscourses in to  o fficial celebrations and comme morations.  
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I nterestingly he also mentions fieldtrips a s  strengthening his sense o f  Israeliness: 

Yaron: S ince Judaism is both a nationa lity and religion when in Israel you feel Israeli . . .  I 

would define myself as Israeli first and foremost . . .  I find that when you' re . . .  anywhere else 

you need to identify yourself as a certain Jew so at times . . .  you move back in, into J udaism 

again, etc. Did I believe in God when I read from the Torah, no I didn ' t  But it was more of 

a traditional type thing it made it more important . . .  being completely secular, the difference 

is that I look at J udaism as being a nationality not being rel igious . . .  y6u get your national 

holidays which strengthen your secular or your Israeli identity, 1 think Yom HaShoa, Yom 

Ha'atzmaoot, I ndependence Day, Holocaust Day and Remembrance Day defi nitely 

strengthen your [ identi ty] . You do a lot o f fieldtrips . . .  being a smaJ1 country you can pretty 

m uch branch out all the way across, that strengthens [ident ity] . Army definitely makes you 

feel your strength in your identity with the cotmtry. 

Efrat: I l ike Israeli movies (laughs], cult movies. I like certain Israeli jokes . . .  because the 

mainstream is so not me here I l ike all the alternative things l ike all the 

D: [ interrupts) So you're searching for .  . .  your own identity as an Israeli on, on the fringes 

of society? 

E :  Yeah, exactly, especially, especially . . .  in  art . . .  l ike I sraeli satire, I think is the best satire 

in tl1e world because there's  so much shit here there's so much to laugh about. 

Six respondents felt  that it was impossible to make a clear cut differentiation between 

what is I sraeli and what is Jewish: 

Noam : Yes, I think that Judaism it's nationalism . . .  Israeli or Jewish, l think that you can ' t  

put pri mary one [one first] . 

Amit :  For me tl1ey're intact . . .  I cannot see where do I begin to be Jewish and stop being 

I sraeli ,  or . . .  being I sraeli ,  stop being Jewish. For me they are combined. For me being 

Israeli and being Jewish are . . .  almost the same. But I can see in other people that you can 

be Israel i and not be a Jew, or you can be a Jew and not be I srael i .  Or you can be a Jewish-
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Israeli and differentiate between the two identities saying at home l'm a Jew, outside I'm 

I sraeli . . .  But I can see them as the same unity inside myself. 

Dalia: I see my Jewish identity in my nationality . . .  It's really bard because I would say my 

culture but there are a lot of things . . .  in Jewish culture . . .  that I am so not proud of and I so 

don't wanna see . . .  Violence . . .  and rude behaviour and 

D: Do you think that's Israeli culture or Jewish culture? 

Dalia: Timt's the thing tlmt I don't know . . .  the separation is not there. 

Boaz: T can't real ly make the distinction between what's Israel and what's Jewish for me at 

least because for me . . . it's the same. 

Nir views tbis selll3ntic confusion as of great consequence for the future of Israel as a 

democratic state : 

Nir: I think that being Israeli, whether you like it or not, is being Jewish even if you�re an 

Arab it means . . .  

D :  [ interrupts] It's a Jewish cuJture isn't it really? 

N: Yeah, it's a Jewish country. That's the big argument that people don't know if it's a 

Jewish country or a democratic country . . .  

D :  [interrupts] Can it be both'? 

N: No way can it be both if you're Jewish and you're not religious stay out of this country. 

That's what I want to do get the heU outta here. 

Ehud was the only interviewee to relate that he felt more Jewish than Israeli, although 

others probably felt the same way but were chary of expressing it: 

Ehud: Israeli to me . . . is that I live here . . .  Of course the language has a lot of influence . . .  

Israel means to me that even if I live for 30 years in New Zealand, in the United States or 

any other where l'll always be lsraeii no matter what happens . . .  Judaism is something more 

vague. It has a sense of much deeper meaning going into the history� the tradition. 
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D: Do you think that the two are interconnected in certain ways? 

E:  They are interconnected now, obviously they work. They're interconnected to me 

beca1L�e I am an Israeli citizen . . .  And of course they' re interconnected but you come to the 

point where you need to distinguish between the two . . .  basically I feel more Jewish but 

there are times when I feel more Israeli. But, if I need to weigh them then I do feel more 

Jewish. 

In summation, most Meretz activists felt that it was posSible to differentiate between 

Israeli and Jewish identity and some made an effort to do so indicating forethought on the 

subject given that they had no time to mminate before answering. Overall this result is  

unsurprising - if any group in Israel could be expected to separate between Israeli and 

Jewish identity it would be activists of a militantly secular party. Nonetheless it is 

important as an indicator of an enforced voluutarism in imagining the Israeli, and of the 

failure of state-sponsored civil religion to make a clean suture in representing the 

Frankenstein body-politic as a Jewish-Israeli entity. Where a widespread confusion exists 

between the two identities, there is also a profound disseusus for secular Israelis in equating 

their own experiences of being Israeli and Jewish with the explicitly religious 

understandings of the Jewish collective fostered in public discourses. These explicitly 

negate secularity as a valid form of Jewish or Israeli life. 

Who is a Jew? 

Given the importance of Israel as the first sovereign Jewish entity in two milJennia, its 

self-perception as a place of refuge for Jews, and the fact that around a third of world Jewry 

lives within its borders, the state's  stand on the 'who is a Jew' issue is of greater 

consequence to world Jewry than any decision ever made by rabbinical authorities. The 

Law of Return raised the stakes considerably, without solving the issue, in ensuring the 

right of all Jews to Israeli citizenship without setting the bmmdaries of the coJlective - the 

buck being passed initially to the Interior Ministry and Rabbinate to mle as they saw fit. 

In the Brother Daniel case of 1958, the Supreme Court provided the first definition 

under the Law of Return by m ling that a Catholic brother who had voluntarily converted to 

Catholicism had in doing so cast himself beyond the bounds of the Jewish community - this 
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despite his assertion that he still believed himself to be Jewish (Sachar 1996:604). This 

judgement established the right of the state to override Halakha in defming 'who is a Jew' 

for most purposes of state (exchlding persona) status issues) given that according to Jewish 

law Brother Damien was still a Jew. Sacllaf ( 1 996:604) relates that the Orthodox authorities 

probably acquiesced due to the fact that the criteria for recognition as a member of the 

Jewish people were tightened rather than relaxed by the decision. Certainly this seems to be 

true given the coalition crises and storms of protest that were to fo11ow later governments' 

attempts to impose more liberal criteria. 

h1 March 1958, Interior Minister Israel Bar-Yehuda set in motion tlte next crisis over 

the issue in seeking to systematise his ministry•s hand ling of claims to Jewish nationality 

by infonning his officials that "good faith" claims would be accepted both for adults 

claiming to be Jews and for their children (Sachar 1 996:606; Zucker & Zucker 1 973 : 1 73-

1 74). Here Bar-Yehuda showed a preference for self-ascription similar to the views of 

many Meretz activists and set the stage for the total separation of Jewish nationality from 

Orthodox religious understandings of community and belonging, despite the fact that 

religious defmitions would stiJl hold sway over personal status issues. It set in train a 

prolonged crisis in which a cabinet decision to hack Bar-Yehuda led to national-religious 

resignations and threats from the Herut� General Zionists and Progressives to join the 

religious in an attempt to bring down the Ben Gurion government over the matter (Sachar 

1 996:604-606; Zucker & Zucker 1973: 1 79; Lehmau, Wilzig & Susser 198 1 : 1 40). Ben 

Guriou' s response in placating Rabbi Y ehuda Maimou is also important The prime 

minister argued that the Declaration of Independence guaranteed religious :freedom and 

conscience rather than proclaiming the mJe of religious Jaw (Sachar J 996:605). The same 

argument is made today by Meretz with regard to religious coercion and identity politics, 

and I noticed copies of the Declaration on several office wa11s in Mercaz Meretz. In an 

attempt to defuse the crisis Ben Gurion asked 43 Hahamei Yisrae/ ('Wise Men of Israel')  to 

provide their definitions of 'who is a Jew'. Most were Orthodox religious sages and the 

result was predictable (Krausz & Tulea 1 998:36). While many emphasised the need for 

openness and tolerance in interpretation, the majority swung behind Halakha as the 

ultimate arbiter of Jewish identity. Even the non-observant came out strongly for maternal 

Jewishness as a necessity in the absence of conversion (Krausz & Tulea 1996:36, 57-58, 
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60). With this 'easy out' and two years of coalition strife avoided, 1960 saw the drafting of 

new regulations signalling total victory for the religious in establishing Jewish maternity 

and conversion to the pre-existing ban on those who had converted to another religion as 

detenninants of Jewish identity for the offices of state (Sachar 1 996:606). 

This status quo held until 1 970 when Benyamiu Shalit was successful in his appeal to 

the Supreme Court to have his children - born of a Gentile mother - recognised as Jews on 

their identity cards. Again it was the NRP leading opposition to the 1oopho1e opened by the 

Supreme Court judgement in favour of Shalit and the ambiguity on this point of law was 

ended tlrrough the introduction of new legislatio� with Shalit's treated as a one-off case. 

However, the new law also gave a small victory to liberal opinion in not specifying the 

manner in which conversions were to be carried out, a breach later exploited by liberal 

Judaism in forcing non-Orthodox conversion procedures on the Orthodox via the Neeman 

Commission which proposed the establishment of a joint Orthodox-Reform/Conservative 

conversion institution to prepare candidates for conversion and a new system of rabbinic 

courts to rule on the matter - moves effectively stymied by Orthodox intransigence (Sachar 

1 996:606-607; Haaretz, 2/3/00; Report of the Neeman Committee 1 1 /2/98). 

As with other aspects of the k:ll.ltu.rkampj� crises regarding 'who is a Jew' are increasing 

in their frequency and impact aided by the growing activism of the Supreme Court in a 

series of liberal rulings on issues dealing with nationaJity and conversion. In November 

1 999 the Supreme Court was asked to rule on tbe Jewish identity of 40 couverts to Judaism 

refused registration as Jews by the Interior Ministry due to their conversions not being 

recognised in what was described by coJwnnist Akiva Eldar (Haaretz, 411 0/99) as "Meretz's 

frrst test vis-a-vis the thousands of Refom1 and Conservative Jews who contributed Jarge 

sums so that Y ossi Sarid could make their Israeli brothers and sisters part of the Jewish 

consensus" .  I did not hear of any Reform or Conservative funding of the party. The fact 

that the equaHy secularist Yisrael B'aliyab party was in control of the ministry limited 

Meretz' influence but it is true that Meretz has worked for some years with the Reform 

movement's Israel Religious Action Committee (.IRAC) in seeking the hl>eraJisation of 

regulations interpreting the Law of Return, in bringing cases before the Supreme Court 

relating to tbis and non-Orthodox conversions, and in protesting injustices related to these. l 

personally attended two protests outside the Tel Aviv Rabbinical Courts and was part of a 
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graffiti squad that (working outside the party's purview) spray-painted Interior Ministries in 

major cities to protest the pending deportation of a Russian woman whose son was killed 

fighting in the TDF. 

h1 February 2000 the Supreme Court ruled lO- l  that the Interior Ministry must 

recognise as Jews those converted in non-Orthodox ceremonies outside lsrael in tbe state's 

population register. Uri Regev, the head of IRAC and a parliamentary candidate in Meretz 

primaries, lauded the decision; "The court is asserting that, 1e�11y speaking, this is not the 

state of the Jewish religion but of the Jewish people, and the Jewish people are composed 

of several denominations and eacb must be respected" (Jerusalem Report 25/3/02:22-23). 

Co lumnist Moshe Negbi (Jerusalem Report 25/3/02:46) wa..o;; not as impressed, "with the 

Supreme Court's decision to grant the most restricted possible recognition of Reform and 

Conservative conversions . . .  The decision leaves in place most of the discrimination against 

the non-Orthodox, violating both the principle of equality before the law and the principle 

of religious freedom" . 

It is important to note that the imbroglio over foreign conversions only came about due 

to a Shas directive in 1 996, following a 1 989 decision forcing recognition of conversions 

by any "recognised" community overseas, that workers in the Interior Ministry must insist 

that such converts be ''integrated into the converting congregation", i.e. converts would 

have to live in their converting community for an indeterminate period to be eligible for 

Israeli citizenship (Gross 25/3/02:22-23). In effect tlris negated the C..ourt's ruling and was 

used to block all non-Orthodox converts from making a/iyah. 

The impact of the Supreme Court's 2002 decision was extremely limited; Shas 

announcing a delay in implementation to "study" the decision and the Shas leader and 

Interior Minster Eh Y ishai gave several interviews in which he stated that he would do 

everything in his power to see that the decision was never implemented (Haaretz, 6/3/02; 

Jerusalem Report 25/3/02:22-23). Orthodox control of personal status issues remained 

unaffected thereby (Haaretz, 22/2/02). Shinui's assumption of the Interior Ministry mantle 

in March 2 003 was termed a "revolution" by the new minister, Shinui deputy and ex­

Meretz MK Avraham Poraz (Haaretz, 1 3/3/03). Poraz' proposed changes to ministry 

conduct included the rescinding of a ban on the Islamic Movement's newpaper, opposition 

to previous Shas efforts to strip those lsraeli-Arabs accused of involvement in terror attacks 
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of Israeli citizenship, and to back civil marriage for those unable to marry under Halakha. 

Poraz informed heads of local authorities that fund transfers would no longer be 

conditioned on the constmction of reli gi ous instjtutions in their mtmicipa]itjes and stated 

that the files of those refused entry to the com1try due to questions conceming their 

J ewishness were to be reviewed in what Poraz tenned "a humanistic and enlightened policy 

that views a person as a person, irrespective of whether he is according to Jewish Jaw' 

(Haaretz, 1 3/3/03). 

The discourse surrounding these changes was typical of the Israeli kulturkampf Former 

Interior Minister Yishai fulminated, "They are going to open the gates of the country, and 

that endangers the state's existence". Poraz responded; "We are proud to be Jews and we do 

not intend to change the Jewish character of the state, but we are also proud to be part of a 

lmiversal culture" (Haaretz, 1 3/3/03). His proposal in May 2003 that Reform and 

Conservative conversions in Israel be recognised as citizens presages a future Supreme 

Court ruling (yet to be made at time of writing). Poraz asked for this stance to be presented 

to the court as the state's opinion on the matter (Haaretz, 2115/03). NRP head Effi Eitam 

immediately called on PM Sharon to strip Poraz of the power to grant citizenship. 

Regardless of the result of these clashes it is obvious that the growing crisis over 'who 

is a Jew' springs from a total breakdown in the status quo and speaks also to the failure of 

consociationalism in a kulturkampl increasingly characterised by a \vinner takes aJJ' 

mentality and a total lack of middle ground. We now tum our attention to Meretz activist 

opnious on 'who is a Jew'. I asked interviewees to provide me with tbeir definitions. To 

generalise, most favoured at least a measure of self-ascription in Jewish identification and 

rejected Halakhic understandings while emphasising the possession of a shared culture and 

sense of belonging. 

D: Who is a Jew for you? 

Danny : OK, anyone who's . . .  persecuted for being a Jew . . .  

D :  [interrupts] I s  it Halakhic as we11? 

Dy: No, no, no, no, no certainly not 

D :  ls it . . .  self-ascription. 
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Dy: . . .it's enough that you feel Jewish. It's bad enough to be a Jew come on [laughs]. . .  you 

have to know something about . . .  not necessarily the religious aspect of Judaism, but the 

cultural aspect of Judaism . . .  that and wanting to be a Jew. 

Amir: I guess a Jew is anyone who wants to and feels a Jew, not necessanly because his 

mother is Jewish in all the Halakha laws. 

Ehud and Amit also reject matrilineal descent as the basis for Jewish identification 

while emphasising the need for a commitment to the Jewish people beyond simple self­

ascription: 

Ehud: My defmition is that Jewish is not necessarily someone who is born to a Jewish 

mother but someone who sees himself as a Jewish, and wants to be part of the Jewish, and 

understands what the commitments are, etc., etc. Thafs my definition, and I have to say 

that the definition is very problematic.. .  The commitments of being Jewish is to 

acknowledge the fact that you are part of. ..  the long, long generations of the Jewish 

people . . .  The fact that you belong . . .  to a people . . .  it's something that is so deep inside of 

you, and not decide one day that. .  it's not a part of you. You share with all your feelings, 

with all of your heart that this religion, that this group of people means something to you 

and that's what I mean by the connnihuent . . . 

D: Do you have a responsibility . . .  to propagate the tradition? 

E :  Yes, but it's not something that I feel as being responsible, it feels like something which 

is so natural to me that I don't feel it as a respons1bility. 

Amit: Whoever thinks of himself as Jew and considers himself a part of the Jewish big 

family, or tribe, or even community . . .  he is a Jew. But if l have to think of it more I might 

turn out to be a little bit more conservative then . . .  Maybe ru have to ask him . . .  [if he] 

really want to be Jew to do something about it . . .  like, if you want to be an American citizen 

you have to take an exam. So to take an exam . . .  I can differentiate between Judaism as a 

religion and Jewishness as a nation. .. So maybe Jewishness is more of the Jewish nation 

and Judaism is Jewish religion . . .  To me Jewish is an affiliation to a group who has certain 
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history, who has a certain culture. And the culture and history are combined with the 

Jewish religion . . . the h istory and cultnre of the Jewish people was affected and done by 

Jewish rel igion because of historical reasons. And to ignore this would be stupid You have 

to look at this and say it, say it out loud . . .  this is a part of my heritage, part of my history. 

A bad part, a good part, never mind, but this is a part. Now the thing is to see how l react to 

it. And I think that today I can look at it as part of a history and still look at myself as a 

Jewish person without being a religious Jew, without looking to all the monotheistic beliefs 

of Judaism. 

Yuval backs self-ascription but is tmsure of what conversion should consist of. His 

interest in the Bible as a marker of identity and as a moral referent is worthy of note and is 

an interest expressed by others - though not 011 tape: 

Yuva1: The one who believes he is a Jew is a Jew . . .  I don't think it should be something 

very cruel [laughs] but even the ceremony I don't know if one should stand in a place and 

say "I am a Jew, I am a Jew, I am a Jew" and he becomes a Jew . . .  I more identify . . .  with 

some of the moral points of Judaism not with the history. I heard a lecture from a professor 

from Meretz, who is a professor in my university . . . He can solve every problem in Israel 

with only the Bible . . .  that's . . .  the best quality I can find in Judaism, to use the Bible to 

solve everything. 

Y aron would like to see the acknowledgement of self-ascription but doubts its efficacy 

as a means tor imagining the Jewish community: 

Y aron: . . .  my idea of what would be a Jew would be for a Jot more of yourself believing 

you' re a Jew and a lot less of your culture around you believing you' re a Jew. Well let's say 

an Orthodox religious Jew would believe that what you feel is much less important and 

what the society thinks is much more important. . .  By my standards being a Jew means ... that 

you feel  a Jew and that should suffice . But unfortunately in society today tbat doesn't really 

work. 
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Y ossi's interview excerpt is interesting in that he sketches a format for secular 

conversions to Jewish identity based on learning the culture, history and language, which 

could be described as a trinity useful in imagining the 'stuff of secular Jewish-lsraeli 

identity : 

D :  . . .  can you be a Jew without conversion do you think? 

Yossi: Yeah, yeah, that's what I ' m  saying . . .  I think you have . . . to go through some 

learning process. That can be by yourself or in some other institute but you have . . .  to know 

the history, the cu1ture. It will be . . . better if you know the language . . . and live here in 

l srael, but you can be also in the States. But you have . . .  to know some basic things and 

connect. 

Tali's is a more conservative approach. She strays from Halakha in partially supporting 

paternal descent: 

Tali :  For one thing I think that the fact that you are born a Jewish make you a Jewish . . .  I 

really think that people . . .  that are born to a Jewish family even if he' s a mix and he' s  

decided that he's a Jewish, he's a Jewish . . . I think the fuct that you're born a Jewish it 

doesn't matter . . .  if it' s  a mother or father but if it's a mother it's easier for sure because it's 

like . . .  

D :  [interrupts] Yeah., because it's the Halakhic definition. 

T: Yeah its, yeah, and its like more official you know? 

Vered: Oh my God . . .  I thought about it so much and I don't have an answer because I think 

that Jewish is everyone that feels Jewish . . . 

D: Would you feel comfortable if someone for example converted m Reform or 

Conservative? 

V: Yeah. yeah, of course. Because I believe if someone wanted to be Jewish I hope it's not 

for the money or to marry someone, its really from the . . . 

D: [interrupts] From the heart? 

V: Yeah, from the heart. I hope so. 
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Omer denies the right of anyone to determine Jewish identity for the individual and 

bemoans the Orthodox public monopoly on matters related to identity: 

Omer: My personal belief is someone who believes he's a Jew is a Jew .. .  If they think 

they' re Conservative, if they do things differently, who am I to say that if you do oue thing 

one way is a good Jew and another way is not a Jew at alL . I can't be a judge and neither 

can any of the others as much as I can see. Maybe they're more knowled!,-eab1e than me, 

but I don't  think that that is something that knowledge is enough. 

D: Right, so Halakha is not enough in this case, Halakhic knowledge? 

0: Right, I don't think it is enough. . .  I think that the Orthodox Jews ace making it even 

more extreme than it may be .. .  

D: There's an argument that's made by a couple of authors that I've read that since the 

creation of the state the concept of Halakhic humrah, Halakhic stringency bas become far 

more important than it was in the Diaspora where you had to be more moderate within 

cormnuuities. 

0: . . . I think that's tme . . .  in all of the modem countries in the world ifs hardest for a Jew to 

live in Israel unless you're an Orthodox religious Jew. It's hardest if you're a 

Conservative . . .  if you believe in anything you will be accepted in most countries, all of the 

modem countries except for Israel. 

Yuli chose to focus on the Jewishness of new immigrants from the Soviet Union 

possibly due to the fact that she is an immigrant himself: 

Yuli: The problem of the fact that many Russians . . .  according to the Halakha are not 

Jewish . . .  But in my opinion Israel gave a national promise to the Jewish identity. Now to 

be Jewish is a kind of belonging to a nationaJ group. And in my opinion ... someone ... who 

arrived from Russia, OK. Let's say you only have one of his four graudfuthers, 

grandparents who were Jewish, OK, so he could receive the Israeli citizenship according to 

the Law of Return. But he himself is not a Jew. 
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Conclusion 

Secular Jewish identity is  extremely hard to p in  down give n  that its foundati on s  are not  

specifically ant i -reli g ious but l i e  i n  the  individual's interpretation of their own identity. I ts  

i mpact on self-understm1ding i s  also h i ghly individuated with  their  Jewish i dentity being 

extremely i mportant to some and relat ively inconsequential for others. Secular Jewish­

I sraeli identi ty is far less mediated by social networks and comm unity than rel i gious 

i dentit ies and suffers from a lack o f  popular support d ue to the pre-eminence of Orthodox 

understandings in I srael i  i dentity polit ics .  Secularist organi sations such as Meretz p lay a 

key role in givmg form and a sense of 'groupness' to the i ncoherence of secul ar Jewish­

I srael i identity pol it ics  as engines of cultural production.  We now explore secular Jewish 

i dentity further by tuming our attentio n  to socia l isation, identifying the fami l y  as the key 

social unit for leaming Jewish i dentity, and the ' l i t t le tradition' of hag and home as i t s  basis .  
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Chapter 6: Secular-Jewish Socialisation 

Identity transmission occurs in  the family,  school and other s ignificant environments 

where interaction takes place. Through such exchanges the individual learns the constituent  

elements of i dentity and modes of imagining these in relation to each other. Here we 

discuss the primary role of family in Jewish-Israeli socialisation, positing the home and 
I 

hol i days as essential in both learning and experiencing secular Jewish identity. We also 

relate to the confusion of observance with the meaning of performance in the most 

important survey of Jewish-Israeli beliefs and observances, the Guttman Report (Levy, 

Levinsohn & Katz 1993) and discuss its findings with relation to the kulturkampf After 

considering the relationship of interviewees to important holidays as sign i:fiers of identity, 

and discussing fam ily voting patterns, we finish w ith a brief analysis of the role of the 

education system in inculcating an abridged fonn of the religious tradition that promotes 

Jewish p articularism.  

A Respon s e  to the Guttman Report 

Ariel :  Israel society is not interested in being secular. You can see the statistics of people 

who practice, as I said before, Pessach or Yom Kippur. You know I think that 75% of the 

Israeli population fasts on Y om Kippur or something like that. And I think I read only the 

other day 90% of families or households have mezuzah. 

The Guttman Report (Levy, Levinsohn & Katz I 993 ), looking into the observance, 

beliefs and social interaction of Israeli Jews, constitutes the most thorough survey yet on 

Jewish-Israeli religiosity and its expressions. As such, it is a necessary starting point for 

any study of the relationship between Judaism and Jewish identity, particularly given the 

continuum of beliefs and observance evinced across society and the authors' interpretation 

of ti1is as signaling an exaggeration of religious-secular tensions by kulturkampf adherents. 

To run quickly through some of the more interesting findings of this 199 1 survey of 

1200 adults from all Israeli-Jewish communities : affil iation broke down as 44% non­

aligned, 6% haredi, 12% national-religious, 6% Reform and 29% mostly or somewhat 
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rel igious/traditionaL With regard to kashmt, 69% reported that they always eat kosher food 

at home; 78% of non-observant always attend a Seder and 7 1% fast on  Yom K ippur. Non­

observant 'Western' (Ashkenazi) Jews are tl1e most isolated socia1ly from other groups . 

Every observance t,rroup believed that the majority of  Israeli Jews shared the same level of 

observance as themselves. Of the entire survey sample, 59% attend synagogue on the High 

Holidays; 39% defin i tely support c ivi l  marriage with 44% definitely opposed, 1 6% saying 

they would definitely opt for a civil wedding. Seventy percent of non-observant Jews 

wanted less religion  in the state with 42% of respondents wanting a total divorce between 

the two (39% were opposed); 94% believed that non-kosher food should be provided in the 

army and 90% supported the conscription of yeshiva boys. Thirty-nine percent bel ieved i n  

the coming of  the Messiah, 2 9 %  doubted it, and 32% didn't bel ieve a t  al l . Two-thirds 

favoured public transport and the opening of movie theatres on Shabbat and 63% believing 

completely in God wi th 37% doubting or not believing at all (Levy, Levinsohn & Katz 

1 99 3 :6 , 1 1 , 1 5 , 34, 5 1 -52, 86, 93-95, 97) .  

So, does the obvious ly high level o f  observance expressed above prove the existence of 

a continuum of belief and observance and the traditional bent of most Israelis, favoured by 

the authors in interpreting their results? Does i t  speak o f  the "misleading" characterisation 

of Israel i  society as cleft by secular-re l igious d ivisions (Levy, Levinsohn & Katz 1 99 3 : 1  )? 

Certainly, a continuum is uncovered with regard to belief and observance, and the ethnic 

and relig ious corollaries thereto, that we should keep in mind when d iscussing seculars and 

religious as groups with dichotomous desires, i nterests, motiva tions and in tentions . 

However, it is important to note that these explanatory features go largely unreported in this 

study, with intentjon and motivation subsumed by practice. One lesson of tl1e Guttman 

Report i s  that we can neither speak o f  two separate,  opposed publics d ivided by bel ief and 

observance, nor set strict boundaries to these groups. 

However, with regard to the primary focus of the Report, the Israel i  kulturkampf has 

very l ittle to do with beliefs and observances - as we shall see below with the significant 

holding to many aspects of both by secular Meretz activists. The Israeli culture war i s  

concerned with Jewish i dentity pol i tics, public observance, personal status issues, political 

power over public  monies and resources, territory, education, etc. None of these have much 

to do with beliefs and observances at all aside from the fact that Ashkenazi, middle-class 
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Jews tend to also be secular and have expanded the meaning of this term as a badge of 

identity rather than i t  acting as a descriptor of non-rel igios ity. As such t he survey's authors 

have missed the mark in expanding an interesting and informative survey of belief and 

observance i nto a denial of kulturkampl that their findings do not support because they 

don't d irectly relate. 

With regard to observances, only the 69% who reported keeping kashmt was 

particularly surprising and is a fi gme I think m ight be lowered significantly if actual 

practice in the home was observed.  Persona11y, I was never in a house ! that kept kashmt i n  

more than a perfunctory manner i.n three and a h a l f  years i n  I srael, though this may well 

have been a function o f  the fact that my social circle was largely made up of Meretz 

activists or supporters. As we have seen in Chapter 4, kashmt is not a subject of great 

concern for m ost secular m i l itants except where theo-political strictmes prevent thei r  eatin g  

whatever they wish. With regards t o  bel ief, the 63% who expressed fim1 bel ief in God 

constitutes the smallest proportion of bel ievers i n  God that I have ever heard of - the figure 

i n  New Zealand ( in  many ways a more secular society than Israel) is somewhere between 

80-90%. 

Of far greater relevance to the culhtre war is the large majority opposmg draft 

exemptions for yeshiva boys and favourin g  Shabbat publ ic  transport and movie openings. 

Here the majority of survey respondents reject the status quo, a fact that mil itates against 

the interpretation of survey results as discmmting kulturkamp[, as does the finding that 70% 

of non-observant wanted less religion in I srael i public l i fe. These results d irectly contradict 

Levy's, Levinsohn's and Katz' ( 1 99 3 :  1 )  reading of their survey as does their later adm ission 

that, "The assessment of the haredim by the non-observant, and the anti-religious by the 

observant, is not only less positive - it borders on a very strong rejection" (Levy, Levinsohn 

& Katz 1 993 :79) .  Their equat ing non-observance with anti-religiosity is highly 

questionable, if not derogatory, and perhaps speaks somewhat to the guiding vision of the 

study. 

The Report itself was manna from heaven for rel igious polemicists. The pol itical left 

was excoriated by the haredi press for having l ied to the public about the secularity of 

I srael . The head of Agudat Israel, MK Avraham Ravitz, called for a Knesset debate on the 

Guttman Report to disprove the theory that rel igious constitute a m inority - a questionable 
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claim given the survey's figures on affiliation (Liebman & Katz 1997:46-47, 55). Liebman 

(Liebman & Katz 1997:63) argued that the Report showed that a small group within society 

was observant while the majority flesh out a rihm] pattern of Jiving through selection and 

the reinterpretation of traditional elements. Katz (Liebmau & Katz l997 :80) explains the 

importance of this voluutarism; "TI1e very idea of picking and choosing is unacceptable to 

Orthodox Judaism but is widespread among Jewish-Israelis". 

Nonetheless, the Report shows that when most Israeli Je\vs refer to co11ective nationa1 

identity this identity is defined by concepts, symbols and \1'3lues taken from the religious 

tradition ( Kimmerling cited in Liebman & Katz 1997: 105). As we have seen in Chapter 

Two, the new rsraeli civil religion is founded on religi�thnic particularism, building on 

the failure of classical Zionism and 'statism' to free themselves from reliance on the 

symbolic fields and conceptual repertoire of Judaism sufficiently to create an alternative 

system of Jewish cultura1 representation. Secular Israelis see no essential contradiction in 

their imagining coherent Jewish selves through a process of selection from the same 

religious tradition they reject as a political system and code for life, and refuse to affiliate 

to. We will see this theme - and that of selection - repeating itself constantly in the 

discussion below on the secular celebration of religious festivals. 

Tbe ' Little Tradition' : Hag & Family as the Seat of Jewish Identity 

Family has long been recognised by the social sciences as a vital seat of cultural 

learning, contin uity and reproduction. It i s  also one of the most difficult areas to study as 

the privacy of the family home (in Western societies) does not usually allow for the lengthy 

intrusion required by various exploratory techniques. A problem of specificity and 

generalisation remains when translating family experience onto the broader canvas of the 

public reahn. As such, the 'little tradition' of the domestic sphere (as opposed to the 'big 

tradition' of explicit Ha/akhic observance) goes woefully under-reported in the survey data 

and interview material that are the bases on which socia] scientific assumptions are made. 

This critique is also relevant for our discussion given the difficulty of recording the 

experience of ku/turkampf rather than its modes and public face. 

I devoted a section of the interview questionnaire to issues related to how religious 

festivals are celebrated in the home, Jewish symbolisation in the household, and how 
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respondents related both to religiosity and Jewish tradition. The purpose of this was to 

bring to light the domestic socialisation of Jewish identity in secular homes. The domestic 

celebration of religious festivals is treated as a. matter of little public import (except by 

religious proselytisers) and suffers from a resultant lack of significance in the eyes of many 

interviewees. Questions related to this subject were often met witb a mixture of 

bemusement and boredom, particularly when compared to questions on the peace process, 

Meretz and religious coercion. Nonetheless, tbe information garnered is of great import to 

understanding the socialisatiou� experience and expression of secular Jewish-Israeli 

identity. 

One surprising result was the number of Meretz activists who claimed ownership of the 

Jewish tradition and were actively engaged in both studying and interpreting the tradition as 

a way of understanding and expressing their own Jewish identity. Others felt no 

compulsion to address the tradition at all, but most at least participated in re1igious festivals 

with family while taking a critically reflexive attitude to the elements of tradition reflected 

therein. Both responses testify to the omnipresent and unavoidable nature of the religious 

tradition as a template to be addressed, rejected and reinterpreted by secular Jews in 

imagining the self The constant fennent of personal reproduction is typical of modem 

identity politics and is an uncertainty not faced by those with an implicit faitb in the tenets 

and stipulations of Orthodox Judaism, hence the legitimacy given this certitude in 

kulturkampf struggles when related to secular identity heterogeneity. In the first excerpt 

below notice how Moshe discounts the possibility of other seculars studying tbe religious 

tradition as a way of preparing for holiday celebration as he does. This practice is actually 

quite common amongst the Meretz activists I spoke to. 

D: Do you celebrate Jewish festivals at home? 

Moshe: Well, yes . . .  although not always in the way we should celebrate them . . .  And 

actually I do like these festivals, and also I'm doing things that many other secular people 

will not do. Like on Shavuot there is . . .  a night of studying the Bible, the Ruth book iu the 

Bible and some other stuff . . .  and this is something that most public do not [do] and I like to 

do it from time to time, but l am going to do it with the Reform or the Conservative group . . .  

D: I s  there any religious importance to the festivals for you? 
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M :  No . . .  l l ike to understand the religious aspects . . . l have n o  spiritual dimension 

whatsoever. 

D: Do you celebrate Jewish festivals in your house? , 

A vi : Yeah, not really just more . . .  to do part of the mitzvot [so] to speak. . .  what I '  m doing i n  

a couple of the last years i s  that every holiday I go to the encyclopedia to check about the 

certain hol iday why does it h appen . . .  what are tl1e meaning of the hol iday i 11 order. . . to be 

more educated. 

D: That's  nice.  Do you believe tl1at you fol low some mitzvot? 

A: No . . .  not from religious reasons. I don ' t  believe in Torah . I ' m  not rel igious, but I can 

say that I have a very strong Jewish identity. 

Avi's response is typical in rejecting tl1e i dea that hol iday observance constitutes the 

perfonnance of mitzvot, an important point to make given the absence of motivation as a 

factor in the Guttman Report's i nterpretation o f  the mean i n gs of performance. Yossi brings 

forth the sign ifi cance of fami l y  togetherness as central to the hol i day experience, again a 

com mon theme: 

Yossi : . . .  the fam i ly we celebrate the Jewish . . .  the common ones . . .  Hanukah , Pessach . . .  i t ' s  

a tradition . . .  that 's  . . .  the fam ily meeting time except for funerals . . .  and weddings . . . 

basical ly it's . . .  my mother' s  c lose and . . .  a l ittle extended family.  

Tal i :  And the main holidays are more l i ke tradition. That' s the tradition that ' s  handed to me 

through the fam i l y  witl1 tl1e friends. 

D: Does your fami ly  celebrate tl1e Jewish festivals and if so do you agree with the way tl1ey 

celebrate them? 

G ilad : Not exactly .  They're celebrating them less and less . . .  both of my parents came from 

very rel igious famil ies.  I can see why it took them a whi le . . .  to cut themselves off 

completely from it . I think we, as children, influenced a l ot the cutting off and its more, 

mainly  because there is a holiday it's l ike a gathering of the fami ly  
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D :  Are there any rel igious dimensions . For example, in Pessach do you read the Haggadah 

(The ceremonial text used at the Passover Seder) and stuff J ike that? 

G: Not anymore. I think if we do it . . .  right now, it's because my sister have s mall children 

and wanted them . . .  to know things . . .  you tell them some people bel ieve some don't, things 

I d idn ' t  really grow up 011 . We grew up on . . .  there is a God and . . .  the education system 

simply gives you as a fact there are certain things. The question doesn't  come up. We try to, 

to raise the question. We don ' t  want them to grow up ignorant .  

G i lad speaks of the i mportance of knowing the tradi tion and o f  social ising chi ldren into 

awareness of their  Jewish identity and to reflexive thinkers with regards to the tradition.  He 

mentions the importance of the secular education system as a powerful social ising agent, a 

theme we wi l l  reh1rn to below. El i ' s  family stopped celebrating rel igious festivals with the 

'excomrmmication' of his family by the Orthodox rabbinical authorities. This is  an extreme 

e xample of the de-Judaising impact of the Orthodox monopoly on secular Israeli society, a 

common theme i n  disc ussions with Meretz activists. 

E l i :  Yeah, my l ife would have been totally different if I weren' t  Jewish . You know, I sti l l  

remember al l  the hol idays we used to celebrate, which we don' t  celebrate any more because 

my Mom ' s  . . .  

D :  How come. 

Am it: Because of, of the whole Rabanoot thing. 

D: Oh, OK, so she, she turned away from the . . .  

Am i t :  I t ' s  amazing, they, they got . . .  the privilege. 

Passover 

I know of no other single ancient memory . . .  which serves as a better symbol of 

our present and future than the memory of the exodus from Egypt ( Berl 

Katznelson, Labour-Zionist  i deologue cited in Liebman 1 983 :49). 

Passover elicited by far the greatest response of all the rel ig ious fest ivals discussed in 

i nterviews. Research participants tended to have a very c lear understanding of the 
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i mportance of Pessach to them as Jews and as members of Jewish famil ies, and of the 

significance of the hol iday to wider Israel i society. Liebman ( 1 983 :49-50) relates that 

Labour-Zionism real ised early that Passover could be reinterpreted in a manner 

commensurate with Zionist social ism and nat ional ism. The kibbu tzim produced a variety of 

new Haggadot which ext irpated God fro m  the text whi le emphasising the naturist, 

n ationalist and agricultural e lements of the hol iday tradit ion, or class and revolutionary 

themes, depending on each k ibbutz' ideological  propensities (Liebman 1 983 : 50) .  These 

texts changed from year to year and in some kibbutzim came ful l  c ircle, returning to the 

tradit ional rel igious Haggadah, deity and al L Here it is  pert inent to note that most Meretz 

activists interviewed were from Israel's three major cit ies (particularly Tel A viv) and that a 

d is l ike for the k ibbutzim and their power within Meretz was often expressed. Therefore, the 

k ibbutz experience of Passover is  not that of the majority of respondents. However a 

nwnber did grow up on k ibbutzim i n  which the secular ritual refornmlati ons were sti l l  

practised, including Ehud. Y uval was the only respondent t o  report private use of a k ibbutz 

Haggadah though most spoke of attenuating and reinterpreti n g  the text, whi le reading, to 

sui t  them .  

Ehud: The kibbutz we have our own interpretation o f  the Haggadah and w e  celebrate al l  

the holidays with o ur own interpretation whi ch means that we read the whole Haggadah 

and people are singing and people are reading etc . . .  I t's in the d i n ing hall  and . . .  people are 

taking part of it and someone is organising i t, makes sure that the majori ty of the people are 

i n volved and everyone has h is own part . . .  some are dancing, some are reading, and some 

are singing. I t .  . .  gives you a fee l ing of belonging which is very n ice. 

D: It  sounds l ike a b ig fam ily thing. 

E: It  is, i t  is, it  i s  . . .  

D :  Tell  m e  a l i t t le  b i t  about how the Haggadah i s  used i n  your k ibbutz. 

E: . . . The kibbutz culture respects a lot the rel igion but the mai n  i dea is  the d ifferent 

i nterpretations of rel igion . . .  and so the Haggadah it's just l ike your going through the things 

that really happened but you don ' t  treat them as a must, you treat them . . .  as n ice stories 

that should be part of the tradit ion passed from generation to generation, but not more than 

that.  
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Yuval : I don ' t  know, I think i t ' s  [the Haggadah] from the Hashomer Hatzair. 

D :  Tell me . . .  about the Seder itself. 

Y :  The Sed er itself? The main l i ne was more or less like a reli&rious, reli!,rious Seder, it was 

some part of i t .  Reading parts and singing parts . . .  So the frame was more or less the same, 

the food was the same . . .  i t ' s  the same tex1 but some words are different. . .  No mentions of 

God of course. 

Aviv: I think that rel igious is  an important part of the Jewish i dentity but J do recognise that 

for people who don' t  believe it ' s  impossible to celebrate Jewish hol idays, no, it is 

possible . . .  Israel . . .  permits it, really .  For instance when I was . . .  in the k ibbutz of my 

cousin, i t 's  a k ibbutz from Hashomer Halzair . . .  So i t 's  a collect ive Seder with all the 

m embers of the k ibbntz in the hedder oche/ [dining room] and even the Haggadah . . .  I t 's 

special for the kibbutz m ovement. OK, you have the main things but in a kibbutz in the 

k ibbutznik way . . .  but Pessach with my family in  the United States17 it was a really 

i mportant celebration because it's the favourite of my father .  . .  the signification of Pessach 

for him is a s ignification of nat ional l iberat ion . . .  From enslavement and going back to 

I srael .  

Though tl1e Sed er ment ioned above took place in the Diaspora, A viv's father's 

emphasis on n ational l iberation and the return to Zion as key tl1emes accurately reflect the 

tenor of Passover and other hol iday celebrations in I srael .  l n  particular, emphasis is placed 

on elements stressing Jewish part icularism and miracles of national salvation in the face of 

overwhelming odds. 

Ophir: We have a fami ly  Seder . . .  we always do it. . .  with an enlarged fami ly  . . .  uncles and 

COUSlllS . . .  

D :  S o  tell  me abo ut the Haggadah as w�ll ,  do you read the ful l  Haggadah? 

0: Yeah, we read i t  al l ,  or most of i t .  

27 Country changed to protect iden tity .  
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D :  Are you h a ppy with that? Do you think it's an important part of your Jewish identity t o  

celebrate i n  t h i s  way? 

0: Of course, it 's n ice. Important, i t's not, I mean there are much more i mportant things to 

me t han Jewish identity. 

With Oph ir, we see the i mportance of Pessach as a fami ly celebration overwhelming 

h i s  misgivin gs about idcntlfying as a Jew. For those with a universali stic orientation  

h oliday celebrations may serve as  the onl y  real connection to  a Jewish paitic u l arism they 

rej ect  in other sett ings, all owing them t o  touch base with Jewish identity and see 

themselves as part of a Jewish fam il y  w ithout comprom ising their bel iefs .  Thi s  is  an 

extremely i m po rtant aspect of these domestic ce1ebrat ions. The secular  Jewish fam i ly  and 

i ts i nd ividua l  members are able to renegotiate their own rel ationship  with a Jewi shness tha t  

is ,  i n  i ts public m odes, e ither a source of i n tense conflict  o r  i s  denied them a ltogether . 

B e lo w  we see th is negotiation tak i n g  place i n  different attitudes to the reading of the 

Haggadah - often a source of fun wit h  ritual fami ly squabbles a bout how much and what to 

rea d .  In  the first Efrat describes how she tried to stymie a Haggadah reading a l together, 

unsuccessful ly :  

Efrat :  . . .  we had the Seder, and we have fami l y  i n  England . . .  my father' s sister . . .  when we 

were start ing to read the lfaggadah I said . . .  "Why are we readin g this? Why don ' t  we just 

do something e l se . . . or eaf', and she started tel l ing  me, "Don' t  you see what you're doing? 

You 're giving the hol i day . . .  just to the Orthodox, we should h ave the hol iday too" .  But I 

told her, "This says noth ing to me", and she says,  "Does Pessach mean nothing to you?" I 

told her, "Real ly and sincerely Pessach means two things for me, and that' s why I l o ve 

Pe.'isach, one is beit1g with family and the second is eating good food" [laughs 1 . .  .I love 

holi days but j ust because it's fam il y  and good food . . .  and fes tivity. And . . .  i f  I was a 

Christian I wou l d  p robably have Christmas and also I woul dn't  bel ieve. 

D: . . .  It was always the same in our fam i ly at Christmas. 

E:  Yeah, and the thing is, l think in your holidays you don't  have to do anything especial l y  

that you have t o  t h i n k  about a n d  we have to  read t h i s  thin g  abo u t  this rabb i  a n d  thi s  rabbi  . . .  

a n d  G o d .  A n d  w h y  d o  I have t o  read about God, h e  d oesn 't exist, I don't  bel ieve in  h i m .  At  
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the end we read - my Dad got a b i t  upset so I fel t  bad about bringing up the subject then 

everyone started fighting. 

Boaz: We would have a Seder, l ike al l  the fam i ly .  

D:  . . .  what sort o f  reading d o  you d o  though a s  the Haggadah? 

B: Haggadah . . . We do like half and then my grand father insists to sit there alone and read 

the second half [laughs] . 

Noam: Yes, the family Seder and,  and my father don' t  let us to go from the table until  he 

read everything.  

D :  Kol HaHaggadah ['A l l  the Haggadah']? 

N: Kol HaHaggadah . . .  because in  Russia28 it 's harder because you don' t  have the 

Haggadah and you a l i ttle Hebrew and a l ittle German, because my parents speak German, 

and a l ittle Russian .  So we stay well unti l  two or three in  the morn ing. Here we read very 

fast because it 's in Hebrew. 

D: . . .  How long would it take? 

N: Let 's  say above 1 2  o ' clock we' re finished but we have another mission . . .  most of my 

parents friends don't  bel ieve and they don't have nothing of the Jewish aspects . . .  so every 

Pessach. . .  my parents invites them to come . . .  and they learn things about Haggadah so? 

D :  How many people do you have typical ly? 

N: 20, not a lot,  20 .  Yes, i t  depends, 15 until 20. 

D: OK, do you celebrate Jewish festivals i n  your home? 

Danny: . . .  We do celebrate but. . .  the content of the Jewish festivals celebration are not 

rel igious . . .  i t 's more of a cultura l .  . .  ritual . Yes, so in Pessach we all the fami ly  sit together 

and read a l ittle bit fro m  the Haggadah. By t he way, fro m  year to year the Haggadah, I 

don' t  know how, is getting shorter [ laughs] . . .  and for God ' s  sake I' ve heard these stories 

[ laughs] why again . . .  So we fil l  in instead of the religious content the f<unily content and to 

be together and see the fami ly.  

28 Country and other details changed to protect idenbty. 
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l n  a number of cases Meretz activists reported i ns isting o n  reading more than other 

fam i l y  members desired as a way to address and claim the rel igious traditio n  as their own: 

Mosh e :  . . .  not all my fam i ly l ikes to read a l l  the traditional Haggadah . . .  usua l ly I am the 

one readi n g  the Haggadah becaus e  I am the o n e  most fluent, and most understand the 

stories .  And then I am explain i n g  th em . . .  

D :  D o  y o u  th ink that, for example, that bread should be a l lowed to b e  sold publicly . . .  on 

Pessach? 

M :  Yeah, definite l y .  It was the s i tuation once and I think that it is a . . .  really i diotic law 

because you have in l ike  McDonal d ' s, you can go there and buy bread whi ch is kosher for 

Passover but you get i nside a cheeseburger . . .  well i t  is not exactly that stupid because there 

are many people i n  I srael .  . .  who w ill n ot eat bread in Passover but who wil l  eat th is  

cheeseburger, peopl e  who decide for themselves . . .  which mitzvas t o  take and which not .  

I n  a n on-taped i nterview Yara stated that she wou l d  personally read the ful l  Haggadah 

at the Scder as i t  gives a feeli n g  of h o l iday and celeb ration when you perform the rituals.  

Her fami l y  usually does a q u ick read through, a couple of songs and then i t ' s  "Let' s  eat" . 

Below, Avi repeats the theme mentioned above of studying the rel i gious texts related to 

hol idays i n  an effort to find their i m port and as a way o f  developing and expressing Jewish 

ident i ty.  Here we see how identity is a lways a work in progress, a state of becoming as 

m uc h  as being. I dent i ty as process is exempl ified again  1n Yossi ' s  q uote: 

A vi : W c read the Haggadah and I read it for my intel lectual education because I really 

think that as a Jewish I m ust k now my h istory and the religion is  part . . .  of my c u lture . . .  

I ' m  not against Jewi�h culture. 

D: Do you read a ful l  Haggadah? 

Yoss i : Yeah, usually . . .  they l ike  to skip and go straight to the food [laughs] . .. j ust  the 

beginning because the food is real l y  good . . .  B u t. . . the last Passover . . .  I insisted . . .  o n  . .  . 

skipp i n g  l ess than they wanted and I sa id "No, no, no . . .  let' s  say . . .  a l ittl e  b i t  more and . .  . 

not d i srespect it l ike  that. Let' s read a l it t le  bit, Jet ' s  . . .  enjoy tl1e reading of i t"  . . . . I thought 
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of bringin g  my fam ily once . . .  a secular Haggadah. I didn ' t .  I know there are many but I ' m  

thinking of doing that. B ut it's not. . .  a must for me. It . . .  can be i nteresting j ust . . .  t o  read it 

and see what values we take from i t . . .  not the rel igious part, the val ues and the 

tradit ion a l .  . .  things, the h istory and all that. 

D: What ' s  your role? 

Amnon: I ' m  responsible for readi ng everyth ing . . . I want that everyth ing wil l be read . . . I 

try to insist, I'm not about to q uarrel with anyone but i f  there is somebne who insists i t ' s  

me,  yeah. And I ' l l  tel l you why ; because not  only to  be only  a festival o f  eating l ike pigs, 

although . . .  maybe it  can be w ith a ni�e dinner but we want something spiritually . . .  my 

grandmother and also my grandfather before he died would teach th ings to make it more 

interesting for me. 

For others the Haggadah is something to be endured before getting to the food -

though note the emphasis on socialising the next generation into Jewish identity in the first 

passage below. Other i nterviewees mentioned U1e fact that their fami ly's celebration of the 

rehgious hol idays gradually  grew less and less elaborate as they t,>rew older, again 

e mphasising the use of religious festivals as a means for socialising chi ldren into Jew ish 

identity .  

N ir :  Passover you simply say, "Blah, blab, blab, amen, let 's  eat" . . .  So we read l ike certain 

parts just . . .  for U1e l ittle k ids to say in  kindergarten "Yeah we read the Haggadah" and we 

eat, watch TV, go home . . .  i t  takes about an hour. 

R az :  if29 and J were alone we would celebrate Seder, because i t  is  a party but we would not 

read the Haggadah . . .  unforttmately J cannot convjnce the other parts of my fam ily - my 

parents yes, but not my sisters and their  fam i ly,  to start having something that i s  not 

rel igious. 

2 9  Partner's name excised. 
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Hadar: N ow, let 's  say i n  Pessach, Passover we do only a meal, a nice meal but we don ' t  

read the Haggadah . . . W e  used to  read . . .  the religious one, but I was so sick . . .  [of] i t  that I, 

so I tol d  them that I don ' t  want to do i t  anymore and they stopped .  

I part icularly l iked Gilad's r iba l d  comm entary o n  the beauty of tradit ional hol iday 

stories:  

D: Did you have Jewish storybooks? 

Gilad:  Yeah . . .  at Passover there are all k inds of stories about , I don ' t know, about Eliyahu 

N eveh and his  golden n uts [both break into hysterical l aughter] . 

Reclaiming Pessach i n  Jerusalem 

On the 61h of April 1 999 Meretz held  a public, secular Seder in a p ark in central 

Jerusalem,  Gem Sac!u:r. It was a very i mportant and hi ghly symbolic event with the p arty 

taking over a public park bordered on one side by the h i l l  on which the Knesset stands and 

on the other side by a mixed rel ig ious-secular neighbourhood in which Shabbat street 

closures had been vi gorous ly contested. It  was, in a very real sense, a symbol ic  i n vasion . 

I anived at the park to join the preparations for the Seder at 8am t o  be met with coffee 

at the tent set up by the u nemployed to p rotest the anti-welfare policies of the Netanyahu 

administration. A couple o f  Meretz activists had spent the n i ght there and were a litt le  

worse for wear but were soon incorporated with the rest of us into banner hanging parties 

and we set about tum ing o ur end of the park into a Meretz col iseum. Desp i te the fact that 

we had a valid permit for our Seder, three Joca l po liceme n soon anived and ordered us to  

pull down those banners facing a busy thoroughfare . We removed these and thought that 

everythin g  was kosher till the pol ice, reinforced by other local cops began to tear down a ll 

our banners from the trees facing the p ark itself without waming or jus ti fication .  I caught 

up with a lone pol iceman o n  the far side o f  the park as he tri e d  to tear down one of t he 

bann ers I h ad hung w ith great d ifficult y  and grabbed his arm as h e  went to rip i t  off It was 

a rather stupid thing to do as I could have been anested for assaulting a police officer and 

deported but, incredibly , it worked and alongside the phys ical obstmction of other act ivists 

we were able to save most of the banners - which they also wanted to  confiscate and 
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destToy. This would have struck a debilitating blow to the campaign as a whole as we had 

thousands of shekels worth of bmmers up. As i t  was, whe n  the busloads (the convoy was 

over one hundred veh icles strong) of Noar arrived arotmd l unchtime the natural 

amphitheatre was a sea of green and everything was set up. 

The Seder i tself went off without a hitch and involved the reading of a secular 

Haggadah by Meretz MKs and other party members. Noar activists wrote the Haggadah 

i tself. Here Dalia and Michael speak of the content and importance of the Haggadah and 

Jerusalem Seder: 

M ichael : I l i ke the Sed er, 1 th ink it should change though. 1 think . . .  the creation of I srael 

and . . .  the end of the occupation . . .  these certain new aspects of freedom that we are 

experiencing, so that should be added l ike the kibbutzim did with the Seder, for example .  

D :  How did y o u  feel about . . .  the Seder that w e  d i d  . . .  in (J(111 Sacher? 

M :  I was proud of it . . .  I l oved it . . .  I think that 's  one of the most moving things I ' ve done in  

Noar Meretz . . .  They tried . . .  for a long t ime to find different aspects . . .  the main origins were 

humanist ones. 

D: How was it important for you? 

M: . . .  it  was a kind of proof that I am preserving something of the Judaism, something of 

m y  identity and doing it my way. And i t' s  my proof to t J1e world t hat I am a Jew but . . .  

don' t  have to be going . . .  with my head in  the wall [sand?] . 

Dalia:  l f l have . . .  to find a point . . .  where 1 feel ,  you know, "Here, this is where 1 feel I ' m  a 

Jew" it would be i n  places l ike weddings and bar m itzvahs and Passover for instance and 

not  for their . . .  

D :  [ interrupts] R i ght, so the actual ri t uals? 

Da: Yeah, and . . .  not for . .  their religious value but for the togetherness value they have. 

That' s  why you remember in the elections . . .  in Jerusalem there was the Passover Seder? . . .  

[T] along w ith two o f  my Chanichim were . . .  the one who wrote i t . . .  st i l l it's . . .  one of the 

things that I ' m  most proud of . .  

D :  Tel l  m e  what you were trying to d o  . . .  what was your aim? 
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Da: . . .  my idea was . . .  t o  show . . .  our cul ture as people of. . .  democratic . . .  and . . .  h umanistic 

rel igion . . .  t o  say these are our principles, this is what w e  believe in  . . .  after the elections . . .  

I wen t .  . .  back home and I brought the Seder with me and . . .  I showed i t  to a person . . .  who's 

a pri ncipal o f  a school and . . .  she was very impressed by i t  and she took it  to the school to 

show i t . . .  My aunt. . .  who' s  something . . .  in the Ministry o f  Education . . .  she' s  responsible 

for a few schools . . .  in  the Haifa area. And then she took it  [to] show . . .  a t  something . . .  that 

she was goi n g  to be in . . .  an uncle of mine who's one of the fotmding fathers . . .  of one of 

the kibbutz' . . .  in  Israel he took one too . . .  that maybe t hey' l l  read it i n  the kibbutz' . . .  we 

printed . . .  all the stuff . . .  think of wha t  you could do with i t  'cause you can take it and teach 

it in school .  . .  

D:  Cool .  What were some o f  the e lements o f  the Seder anyway? 

Da:  . . .  [the tradit iona! Haggadah] sort of has . . .  chapters and each chapter has a name . . .  so 

what we d i d  is  we took t hose names and we just gave them different meaning . . . Kaddesh, 

which is l ike praise, so we said that you praise . . .  the thinking man . . .  i n  the actual 

Haggadah for each thing we found passages . . .  that were relevant For instance the story o f  

the . . .  four brothers . . .  they ask . . .  about democracy and why we h ave . . .  to keep 

democracy . . .  because i ts hard work to keep democracy . . .  And what we tried to do is j ust  

take a lot o f  passages . . .  from different places . It was really i m portant for u s  to take passages 

as examples . . .  from Jewish l iterature . . .  we took a lot, a lot from the kahhal for i nstance . . .  

D :  [in terrupts] What sort of kabbalistic passages djd you ha ve? 

Da:  . . . the one that I do remember i t 's not from the kabbala i ts from Talmud. . .  it talks 

about . . .  the h um an in the centre, about that each person should thin k  that . . the world 

was . . .  created for me and I am in the centre [laughs] . . .  we took . . .  m odern things too . . .  we 

only took one thing that somebody who ' s  not Jewish wrote . . .  we have one passage from 

Volta ire. We talked ' a  l i tt le  a bout Socrates . . .  we had a passage there about . . .  the  respect of 

the law . . .  and the dilemma a man has between the laws o f  the state he l ives in and h is own 

conscience . . .  

D :  There were bits from the Declaration o f  Independence as well wasn ' t  there? 

Da: Yeah, there was bits from the Decl aration of independence . . .  One of the most amazing 

things I think. . .  was something we read ourselves . . .  a passage about the d i lemma a man has 
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between . . .  his moral and his conscience and, and between upholding the law and . . .  his 

values . . .  l iving in a democracy. 

D :  It' s an amazing document. 

Da: Thank you [ laughs] . 

The first Haggadah passage Dalia refers to is that of the 'four sons'. Each son is given a 

defining characteristic in the trad itional text, wise, wicked, s imple, and the one who does 

not know what to ask and the appropriate responses are given for each so that they may 

learn the mean ing of the exodus story (Simeon 1 985) .  Below is a translation of the Noar 

Meretz version. Even given the exigencies of translation the power of this radical revision 

of tradition, both as a mission statement and summation of values related to h uman and 

civil rights, is evident .  Tlu-oughout this p iece, and the Haggadah as a whole, human agency 

and judgement replaces rel iance on God as organising concepts. I t  is an i mpressive 

achievement given that the Haggadah was entirely organised and written by young people 

and was not an official party project. 

The Wise 

What does he say? 

What are these testim onies, and laws, and rules that the Democracy has commanded us? 

And you say to him that the Democracy gives us a system of rules in which all people l ive 

as equals to each other and before the l aw ,  in which the human and civil rights of everyone 

are protected by virtue of their being h uman. 

The Wicked 

What does he say? 

What is this work to you? 

And you say to h i m  that we m ust protect the Democracy and defend it against those who 

threaten to destroy i t .  

The Simple 

What does he say? 
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Wl1at is th is?  

And you say to h i m ,  the  human being, h e  alone, h as the  power to  liberate himself from the 

yoke of oppression and i mposed l im itations, and there is  no separat ing his  happiness/well­

being fro m  the happi ness/wel l-being of those around h im.  

The One Who Does Not Know How to Ask 

Y ou broach the subject. 

G i ve him complete respect and faith , see him as an equal . Let your approach be complete 

towards your s tudent, re levant  and through experience (Noar Meretz 1 999). 

Yorn Kippu r 

Rachel i :  l n  Yom Kippur we reme mber the rabbis o f  the Mishnah saymg that what ' s 

i mportant i s  not yom relationship with G o d  . . .  you first have to ask your friends if you d id  

h arm to  them to  forgive you and then God,  G od wi l l  forgive you .  And also what amazes us, 

i t's more important. . .  if I l ie t o  you than if I swear, i f  I false sweared in the name of God. I 

mean, first if I want to be forgi ved I h ave t o  g i ve . . .  forgiveness. 

Yom K i ppur m arks the apogee of the religious calendar and, d ue to i ts  close 

association with the i deas of repentance and forgiveness and explicit rel ig iosity, was not 

ava ilable for Zionist iTans-valuation as a national i s tic celebration in the same manner a s  

Hanukah, Passover, Puri m a nd other ho l idays. Participation o r  non-participation i n  

re l i gious rituals o n  Y om Kipp ur provides us  with a c lear picture of the secular individual 's 

relat ionship with the reli gious tradition free from Zionist  accretions and, to an extent,  fro m  

fam ily interposi tion . For m any secular I srael i  Jews, t h e  h o l iday's themes o f  introspection 

and reconc i l iation <ire taken up, though rarely in  the sense that God stands as arbitrator. 

Many research participants  reported fasting, or having fasted, as a way of marking the day 

and expressing and experiencing t heir own J ewish identity. S eculars also enj oy the rest and 

relaxation of a day free of cars and work and many join their religious neighbours in 

walking the streets on Erev Yom Kippur (the evening when Yom Kippur starts), often to 

visit friends for socialisat ion  and video nights .  
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Ophir: I used to, I don ' t  fast  any more . No, actua l ly none of us do . . .  I had no reason I just, 

why not? 

D: I s  i t  a cultural thing do you think? 

0:  Yeah, but i t  means nothing to me. 

D: Right, how long ago did you stop? 

0:  Two years ago I think. 

Noam's family tak e  a typical approach in rejecting dogmatic' observance wh ile 

selecting those elements of the ri t ual  that speak to them, including attending an Orthodox 

synagogue for prayers. Many Meretz activists do attend synagogue - whether Reform of 

01ihodox - on Yom Kippur, effect ively disproving the anti-rel igious tag imposed by some 

commentators. 

D: Do you fast on Y om Kippur? 

Noam: No, i n  the past, yes, but I have to smoke [ laughs 1 . . .  Honestly, until two, or three in 

tl1e afternoon I can, but after that I have to smoke. But  1 ' 11 give you an example. My 

parents, and also my sister, they ' l l . . .  fast and go to ilie synagogue but to be honest they 

come home and look at TV . . .  i t's someiliing reali stic, not like the haredim . . .  if you can 

make things easy so make them, don ' t  be so dogmat ic. So they go to synagogue, my father 

go and pray there and a fter that go home . . .  and look at video . . .  and stuff 

Yossi takes the opportunity presented by my q uestion on observance to reflect on the 

importance of the fest ival for him, the impact of fas6ng, and on the reflexive relat ionship o f  

seculars t o  the tradit ion:  

D:  Does anyone i n  your family fast  on Yom Kippur, or is  there any other way you mark the 

day? 

Yossi:  .. .I tried to . . .  I fasted . . .  for part of the day, a big part . . .  But. . . I tried not to treat it as 

like . . . I have to . . .  When I ate I tried not to treat i t  as . . .  I 'm breaking or something like 

that . . .  I did i t  more as a challenge for myself . . .  s urely not a rel igious thing . . .  But . . .  it's also 

an experience that I can understand . . .  it's powerful .  There are very powerful things in  
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religious even if you don ' t  beli eve in God and all  that . . .  because I do bel ieve in God but i n  

a very different God than others. I believe that God i s  inside of all o f  u s  . . .  i s  the moral . .  . 

the values we have . . .  the way we act. . .  when you fast .  . .  there ' s  some process . . .  of maybe . .  . 

c larifying things with yourself but you d o  i t  with yourself. . .  not with God or . . .  for 

example . . .  the tradition i s  . . .  to beg a pardon from somebody i f  you hurt him . . .  it 's good . . .  

t o  do it . . .  B u t  in the way o f  thinking of myself and . . .  looking at the year . . .  p utting a pause 

and looking back and maybe a l ittle to the future and c leari n g  . . .  your head a l i t tl e is  . . .  A n d  

when you don ' t  eat . . .  it 's something physica l because you ' re . . .  not  messing around with 

other things, you 're JUSt thinking. I t 's  very quiet and you can walk and all that so you c an 

j us t  think . . .  I see a o f  logic things i n  rel igi ous and . . .  t h e  things that are logical I can 

connect because I '  m . . .  a J ogic person and I J i ve in this kind . . .  of an environment of l ogic 

people . You try to fin d  a meaning or an explanation to everything and I don' t  think there 

h as to be . . .  anyth ing . . .  but I ' m  l ooking for it. So . . .  when I find a good explanation that r, I 

l i k e  I can connect with i t .  

Amnon : I do,  I fast. 

D :  What ' s  your reason? 

A: . . .  As a Jew - OK, non-rel igious - but as a Jew I decide . . .  which holidays to celebrate . . .  

I f  I consider myself as a J ew or someone t hat i t  does matter, in this case a Jew, I celebrate 

also the hard parts, or the hard holidays . . .  Yom K ippur is generally for asking forgiveness 

fro m  God . . .  

D :  [ intermpts] For sins. 

A :  Yeah for sins and main ly from your friends but . . .  1 don ' t believe that if I don ' t  eat all  

day anyone wi l l forgive m e  and if I ' ll b e  h un gry I ' l l  be h appy that I could m ake i t  the 

whole day. B ut m ostly, as l said to celebrate also thi s  one . . .  B ut, no way, I don' t  think i t ' s  a 

matter of forgiveness and . . .  

D :  So do you pray then? 

A: Yeah. I like [to] ,  I go at least in  the . . .  first evening we go to the syna gogue and read 

b ecause I w an t  at least once a year to see inside the Torah and be in a syn agogue . 
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A viv speaks of being confused as to his motivation in donning a tal/it and te.fillin 

('prayer shawl',  'phylacteries') at h is local synagogue each Yom K ippur: 

Aviv: Yom K ippur I fast, I do fast and I go each year in the same synagogue in the United 

States30. But I have to admit, I really l ike the atmosphere in the synagogue. I meet there 

people that I don ' t  see for the whole year and people that were with me . . .  when we were in 

the school together we went every S tmday . . .  to learn for our bar mitzvah. And the same 

people I saw . . .  them growing up . . .  and they have childrens . . .  I really l ike the atmosphere in 

the synagogue i n  the Yom Kippur day . . .  but when I put my tal/it and my kippa I ask 

mysel f " OK, am I OK? Do I believe in this? Do I?" 

D :  Do you do i t  as a cult ural thing? 

A: Yes but i t 's  a rel igious thing . . .  it 's really important for me as a J ew but . . .  there' s  

something which I a s k  myself " W11at d o  I d o  here " ?  

In  another non-taped interview, Naaman told m e  that each Y o m  Kippur h i s  family used 

to visit  his granddad for a hol iday blessing. He tried fasting on Yom Kippur once but 

doesn ' t  remember why, and relates that he is sometimes "cruel" on Yom Kippur doing such 

things as going round with an open coke bottle in s ight in his bag. Hadar speaks for a large 

percentage of Meretz activists who see Y om Kip p ur as a day for rest, eating and watching 

videos - you have to get to the video stores early on the morning before the holiday because 

the chaotic mob scenes of frenzied video grabbing start early. 

D: Do you fast on Yom Kippur? 

Hadar: No, I never did.  

D: Did you do the regular secular thing of trying to get the videos as early as possible in the 

morning? 

H :  Yes [ laughs] , and also a lot of food.  I get real ly hungry on Yom K ippur, more than every 

other day . . .  

D :  What do you do t o  m ark Yom Kippur, have you ever fasted for example? 

30 Country changed to p rotect identity. 
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G a l : No, and I a lways take video movies . . .  And a good book and it's OK. 

D: That . . .  seems to be the real . . .  Israeli c ultural trad1tion for Yom Kippur. 

G :  Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, you have t ime to read and . . .  to rest, yes. 

D: Have you ever fasted for Yom Kippur? 

Boaz: My father does, I don' t  see why. Nobody e lse does . . .  I l ike Yom Kippur a lot, it's very 

quiet .  You can stay home, you can read . . .  I l ike holidays i n  general even ones that you 're 

supposed to be very sad in but . . .  i t  doesn' t  have a religious s ignificance to me. I t  has a more 

l ike traditional . 

Spi ritual ity, G od & Religio n  

I n  formulating m y  interview questionnaire I decided to avoid direct pro b ing o f  matters 

relating to G od, and personal spiritual i ty .  I thought that a yes-no answer of no great uti l ity 

would fol low any probing with regard to belief  in the divine .  This was a mistak e .  In fact 

interviewees often volunteered i nformation o n  the divine, spiritual ity and tradition and 

spoke of how t hese related to t heir own l ives. By nature, t hese musings are far from 

uni form but pre sent a dynamic and fascinating insight into individual struggles to mould 

fai t h  or credulity, tradit ion and spirituali ty into a coherent vision of self. Rache l i  i dentifies 

herself as an atheist, uses the Talmud to point to the divine as a h uman concept rather than a 

transcendental reality, and underscores the i mportance o f  social justice in the Jewish 

tradition as an e lement she can relate to - as d oes Idan: 

Rachel i :  Yeah , I feel  very connected to my Jewish roots and nothing in t erms o f  

rel igious . . .  I w il l  never b e  a rel igious person .  I ' m not bel ieving i n  the existence of any 
i 

God . . .  th is is really far, far from what I think or really believe in the superiority o f  human 

beings . . .  

D: A t  the same time i t 's religio us tradition? 

R: I t's not j ust  rel igious tradit ion . . .  i t 's  a cultura l ,  Jewish cultural ,  Jewish thinking . . .  with al l  

the phi losophical basis of the tradition. It's amazing ,  ifs beautiful and I can tel l  you that 

with my socialist thinking is just out of th inking of the person and thinking of j ustice in 

Judaism . . .  Marx with all the c riticis m  that I have about i t . . .  I think that there was some 
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elements in Marx that were very Jewish . . .  the concept of social j ustice he cla ims is very 

similar to the philosophical idea of j ustice in the Bible. And also what is called - this is 

criticism of Marx - because also what he called historical materialism it 's  very determinist, 

rel igious actually if  you are thinking about i t .  . . I think the Talmud is amazing, it's fil led 

with philosophy that most of the secular people are not famil iar with . I think what rel igious 

people are doing now to the religion and to Judaism . . .  Jewish cul ture, is a shame . . .  The 

concept of God in the Jewish thinking is something that I can take now and replace with the 

idea of conscience and j ustice . . .  the 'I'anakh and the Talmud and the Tbrah address, it j ust 

relates the word to God, the words of man, or  conscious . . .  or justice, it  wouldn ' t  change the 

ideas, i t  would n ' t  change the principles. Of course Rav Ovadia Yosef wil l  say something 

else, but what' s  different for me and other secular people is I ' m  not ashamed to address the 

Jewish material . . .  

D:  . . . you don' t  feel you have to t urn away from i t  at all, in your own ident ity  you feel you 

can . . .  embrace aspects of the tradition? 

R: Yeah . . .  many secular people when they start to argue with religious people they feel like 

they ' re totally i gnorant,  which they probably are _ . .  I was but I learned and now it's mine 

and my interpretation is  legitimate not less than Rav Ovadia Yosef s is . . .  i n  Alef Tishre [the 

first of the month, Tishre] and then after that in ten Tishre which is Yom HaKippurim God 

has to j udge. So the concept was that the decision of the day of the j udgement would be the 

people' s  decis ion not the God ' s  decis ion . They weren't waiting for a sign from God, OK, 

and there was a d iscussion in the Talmud about this, how you say that it is A lefTishre, how 

you make the decision. Then . . .  in tl1is discussion they said . . .  "The court o f  the heavens is  

not  starting his work tmtil the court of the earth is saying so".  I t ' s  an amazing sentence . . .  

God would not j udge people until  they say they are ready to . . .  I interpret i t  as an 

acknowledge that actually God is man' s  concept . It 's very impot1ant, it's a very holy 

concept, but i t's man ' s  concept and until  man is  not ackllowledge this concept it' s not 

existing. 

I dan : Because I don' t  believe in God I believe that tl1e Ten Commandments were given by 

a man. I th ink it could have been Moses, you can call it  anything you l ike, but a man gave 

that and that man was the, the leader of the group who was the Jewish people .  And this is 
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the first moral thing that mankin d  did. 

I l an denies the possibil ity of m ankind knowing the wil l  o f  God, an understanding he 

links specifically to rel igious claims o f  authority i n  the matter: 

D: . . .  do you believe in God yourself? 

I lan: I believe in a h igher force . . . I don' t  think I can define it . . .  Maybe there i s  a h igher 

force. I don 't  believe we can define, or say what it wants, that ' s  why I ' m  goin g  against the 

dossim . 

Ophir, Danny and Moshe have had contact with the Reform movement - although 

Danny's ended with his immigration to Israel. This is true for only a minority of Meretz 

activists and for a much smaller percentage of secular I sraelis, a lthough the Guttman Report 

did find a surprisingly h i gh 6% of Jewish-Israeli s  defining their affiliation as to 

'Progressive' Judaism (Levy, Levinsohn & Katz 1 993 . 1 5):  

Ophir: Yeah, well I saw some o f  them because I had something to do with the Reform 

Movement here . . .  a couple of years ago I went with my girlfriend to . . .  a semi n ar . . .  there 

i s . . . the Young People's  Forum, or something l ike that, of the Refonn Movement  in  

Israel . . .  Anyway there was this  seminar about l ove and passion i n  the Jewish tradition, in  

the Jewish sources . . .  the subject was very interesting but  I really didn ' t  l ike the prayers . . .  

even though it was the Reform Nusach. . .  The Reform prayer books . God doesn 't  talk to me.  

My brother's  girlfriend i s  very active in  the Reform Movement and they always try to  grab 

me to c ome to the synagogue. 

D: Do you think Refbrm Judaism is a positive thing? 

0: Yeah, yeah it is  . . .  it's not for me but for many people . . . as opposed to many religious 

people and many religious movement . . .  tl1e noisy ones min Judajsm and make i t  really, 

really gross. 

D: Did you go to synagogue regularly? 
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Danny : On holidays and sometimes on Sabbaths .  We weren' t  too religious . My father ' s  

more, much more rel igious than my mother. . .  

D :  D i d  i t  have a n  organ because . . .  some do and some don't?  

Dy: . . .  i t  did and then they played guitars . . .  Part, they usual ly sang i n  Hebrew and then 

translated to R ussian3 1  . . . .  sometimes the sennons were given in R ussian. 

D :  Did you . . .  enjoy goin g  to synagogue? 

Dy: Yeah, it was ftm. I was a l i ttle kid in there with al l these men. 

D :  . . .  Do you believe i n  God? 

Dy: No [ laughs ] .  Wel l it 's kind of complicated because being gay, i t 's  really rather difficu lt 

for a gay person to believe i n  God. I n  the structure of the . . .  monotheist rel igion i t's kind o f  

difficult even though there are several streams both i n  J udaism and i n  the Christianity that 

are more progressive st i l l  they ' re not the mainstream. 

Moshe : So, you asked about the Bible, and I ' m  not using it as a criteria for moral guidance 

and I ' m  not looking for the moral in each one of the stories . So first of all I like the 

stories . . .  and I say that it  is part of my i dentity because for many years i t  was part of the 

i dentity of my parent ' s  and grandparents, but I do not have to treat it the same way that they 

have. 

D: What' s  the difference between the way you would treat it,  for example, and the way that 

your grandparents . . .  

M :  Well, the most obvious thing, that I am secular . . .  I know that there is  no God and there 

was no creation and that probably most of these stories never happened . . .  1 can also try and 

think . . .  what is the moral of the story, although I do not say that 1 wil l  take it for me in 

advance. 

D: You say that . . .  you go to the, the Reform synagogue. What attracted you to Reform 

rather than the Orthodox? 

M: Wel l ,  the Orthodox in I srael are quite i mpossible. Like i f, if you ' re not 1 00% Orthodox 

they wil l  not l ike to associate with you and the Reforms don't care whether you bel ie ve 

there i s  God or not believe. Like, we were sitt ing there and we were talking about how 

every one of us thinks about the relationships between . . .  a person and the God. So I said 

31 Language changed to p revent identification. 
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that God i s  the invention of the people, and, and this stuff, and there is no God basically . . .  

they said "OK, very nice answer, very nice ideas you have".  And so they are open-minded 

and because . . .  they bel ieve l ike I bel ieve, that if someone wants to do all these mitzvot and 

everything OK . . .  i f  he takes a small part of it which he is going [ to do) that' s  OK. And I 

am also doing occasional ly a mitzvah, l ike I try to treat my parents well . . .  

D: [ laughs] How about places, is the Western Wal l  special for you, for example? 

M: No, not too much, I have been there for a couple of times . . .  I was there in  Tisha B 'av 

with the Refonn synagogue. We used to go up . . .  it was a discussion about the meanings of 

Tisha B 'av, the day where, according to the tradition both Temples have been destroyed so 

we first read a few texts concerning the destruction of the Second Temple by Hadrian and 

what said Rabbi Yochanan Ben-Zakkai . . .  which is  very important because the ideology of 

Yochanan Ben-Zakkai is  something that is quite left ideology . . .  in the Israel i  terms . . .  he 

j ust said we cannot be there always so maybe we should  compromise with them . And it was 

not exactl y  the kind of comprom ise which we wou l d  l ike to do today but that 's  probably 

what we would have done had we been there. So, reading these texts may be i n teresting and 

also . . .  you can find a relation to what's  going on today . . .  most of these Reform people are 

also q uite left [wing] . 

Yossi discovered the strength o f  religious solidarity throu gh his own synagogue 

experience (unspecified but probabl y  Orthodox) :  

Yossi : I was raised i n  a very . . .  non-rel igious house. No,  no special rel i g ious, connection to 

rel igious but there wasn't . . .  anything against and . . .  I went there [synagogue) on Yom 

Kipp ur and it  was very interesting . . .  I j ust enjoyed, I didn't  know exactly what to do and a l l  

that but  i t  was nice there and . . .  I had a friend there who came with me.  I t  was very nice . . .  

we prayed . Although I did not . . .  connect . . .  to many o f  t he words . . .  because I don ' t  bel ieve 

in certain things. But stji J . . .  t J1e spiritual experience, it was just a feel ing . . .  of together . . .  

and then I understood the big power of the communit ies in the religious, especially,  you 

know, B'nei Barak, Jerusalem and a l l  that. 
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Soci alisi ng C h i l d re n  i nto Jew ish I dentity 

I asked i nterviewees to predict how they would socialise their chi ldren into Jewish 

i dentity in order to ascertain their feelings of comfort or disease with regard to their own 

Jewish identity. By approaching the question from a tangent, "Do you want your chi ldren 

to grow up with t he same sense of Jewislmess as yourself', I sought to get them to provide 

an ideal vision of the changes that they would l ike to see not only in their own children but, 

by extension, in the relationship of the next generation o f  secular Jews to Jewish identity 

and tradition. The success or fai lure of this approach is up to the reader to decide, but I 

believe it al lowed a depersonalisation of discussion that facilitated a broader understanding 

of proj ected ideals of Jewish social isation . 

The general picture that emerges is one of a lack of o utright hostil i ty to rel igiosity  and 

a longing for a mode o f  secular Jewish identification closer to, and with greater knowledge 

of tradition. Naaman said that he would tell his children about Judaism and give any sons 

he had a brit mila (circumc ision) and bar mitzvah . He would also l ike t hem to marry fellow 

Jews - an opinion that is widely held in secular Jewish-Israeli society but was, 1 bel ieve, 

rarely expressed to me due to the fact that I am a Gentile married to a Jew. Naaman doesn ' t  

care if  h is kids marry religious and won' t  mind if they choose observance over secularity . 

However, he doesn't believe that t hey would find ultra-Orthodoxy attractive. In Eh ud's 

response we see the theme mentioned above of a desire for a closer connection to tradi tion 

in identi fi cation. He blames the Orthodox for turning seculars off the tradition: 

Ehud: No, no. I think l would want them to have more sense of Jewishness than I do and I 

would l ike them to grow up in a society in which they would want to inquire, to investigate 

J udaism much more than I do. And 1 think they would be able to do it in a society where . . .  

Judaism is not so controversial .  As long as it is  so controversial I ' m  afraid they wil l  keep 

apart fro m it .  

D: Do you think that the politicisation of Judaism has turned a lot of people off? 

E :  Definitely, I don ' t  think so I know so. And that' s  one of the main obstacles, and I think 

that . . .  i f  my kids wil l  belong to a more h ealthy society, also in that aspect of J udaism, they 

wil l  be richer people. 
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Ophir :  I ' l l  let them do what they want . . .  i t  was i m portant to my father that . . .  he . . .  brought 

me up . . .  as a Jew . . .  Because he said, "Look, I want you to know what a Jew is .  You can 

decide whatever you want.  I won ' t  force you to do anything but  I want you to k now what a 

Jew i s .  

Gilad: I th ink knowledge is the basic thi n g  in here, I ' d  l ike them t o  know all the options and 

then t hey can decide. The basic question about everything is do you bel ieve i n  God or don' t  

you . . .  i f  they say, "OK w e  bel ieve there i s  a God."  I can 't  argue with tl1ern I can only try to 

persuade them tl1at ilie rel igious as I see i t  is . . .  not going to lead to anything good in ilie 

long run .  

I n  the excerpts above and below we see ilie Meretz emphas i s  on freedom s  o f  choice 

and association bein g  expressed alongsi de the, related, voluntarism and selectiv i ty of 

secular identity pol i t ics .  

D :  f s  i t  i mportant to you to  carry this  [hol iday observance) on with your kids i f  you have 

kids? 

Boaz: The ones that I l ike I wi l l  and the ones that I don ' t .  . .  I won't . . .  it 's importan t  for me 

for them to know about it, I don ' t  really care if they observe it . . .  I think i t's fun, I woul d 

l ike them to have the fun that I had . . .  it 's not about the h istoric s ignificance . . .  most of those 

things that we celebrate are a pile of mbbish . . .  h istorically speaking. Like . . .  in  Hanukah . . .  

we celebrate about how . . .  the Maccabeans were heroes and . . .  actually iliey were l i k e  right 

wing fanatics and they were fighti11 g  people l ike me and, and tl1ey brought doom . . .  the 

Diaspora, its because of them. So I don' t  see the reason to celebrate but whatever [laughs] . 

Below, Yaron specifies how he wi l l  present tradit ion to h is  children as a cultural 

experience ratl1er tha11 as a code for l ife,  without impOsing his  own disbelief in tl1e divine:  

D: If you . . .  have children do you want them to grow up with the same sort of Jewish 

upbringing that you had or? 
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Yaron: To some degree yes, to some degree no . . .  I ' d  be happy enough to expose them . . .  to 

the B ible  and tell them about stories and such but . . .  I would make sure that 1 present these 

as stories and mythical history and to that extent that' s  how it should be learned . . .  i t  has to 

be defined or understood as culture . . .  not as orders . . .  

D :  Not as, not as binding m itzvot? 

Y: Yeah, yeah, and the law prerogatives are there because they ' re there . . .  they match 

different times, they don ' t  really match it anymore. I 'm atheist myself and if  my k ids 

decide that there' s  a God . . .  it's good for them. 

D :  Do you want your chi ldren to f,'TOW up with the same sense of Jewishness as you have? 

Noam : Yes, yes, of course, of course, of course, i t ' s  important to me . . .  to be born Jewish . . .  

i t  is  a burden but it's also, I think . . .  it ' s  a great thing . . .  you belong to a communi ty . . .  you 

are in the same religion that the biggest m inds in the history . . .  I ' m  sure that my children 

have to know . . .  at least what 1 know about  the Jewish side, yes, of course . . .  

D:  [ interrupts] Do you want them to learn about religion as well as the historical aspects of 

J ewishness? 

N: Yes, of course, of course. I ' l l  give you an example. My mother every Saturday, even 

every Friday l i t  the candles . . .  so I ,  now l go to l ive with my girlfriend . . .  and 1 ask her to, if 

we got married she learn these things. Yes,  it ' s  very important . . .  i t 's  something . . .  from 

your identity. 

Noam's response is interesting in that he equates knowledge and identification with a 

strong insis tence on the performance of a particular observance. Here we see the i nfluence 

of Judaism's traditional stress on orthopraxy. Moshe is unsure whether the usually 

unquestioned mitzvah of c ircumcision is  desirable for any future sons. Following this, A vi 

rejects the anti-religious atmosphere of his parent's house: 

D: 1f you have chi ldren do you want them to grow up with the same sense of Jewish 

identity? 

M oshe :  Well, I guess so . . .  but I guess that you cannot dictate to  your children which 
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i dentity to be. Probably s ince they would grow with m e  they will initially observe the same 

ideas that I h ave but later on when they wil l  grow up who k nows? 

D :  Yeah.  Would you get them circumcised? 

M: I have thought of that but I have no answer yet and I probably \vil l  not have any until I 

have a boy. 

D :  Do you want your chi ldren, if you have children, to grow up with the same sense o f  

Jewishness that you have? 

Avi : No, more open intellectually . . .  I growed up in a very, very anti-religious mentality 

especially from my father. . .  And I want my children to be more open . . .  not to be rel ig ious, 

j ust to know because its part of their cultu re . . .  ''I ' m  Jewish " .  

Hadar was the only Meretz activist t o  say she wanted her chi ldren t o  have less 

J ewishness in their l ives than her while support ing c ircumcision as a social rather than a 

cultural necessity: 

D: Do you w an t  your chi ldren to grow up with the same sense of Jewishness that you have? 

H adar: Less . . .  even though my parents celebrated some of the hol idays, st i l l  I got very anti­

rel igious so, you could give the ch ildren some of this, maybe . . .  [so that] when they go to 

k indergarten they won ' t  feel I ike they' re different. 

D: More of a socialisation than a religious th ing? 

H: Yeah, also brit mila [circumcision] .  The only reason it 's because they are with other 

friends and they will see each other and I don ' t  want him to suffer, but I ' d  do it in hospital 

without a rabbi.  

Eli,  who, i t  should be remembered, is  not considered a Jew by the Rabbinate, stresses 

the need for his  and recurrent  generations to add to the Je\vish cultural tradit ion and ensure 

i ts surviva l :  

El i : I ' l l . . .  teach m y  chi ldren about a l l  the Jewish holidays and Jewish tradi tion because 

that ' s  what my grandparents did . . .  and I find it very important to keep that heritage up. 
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D :  So . . .  you feel yoursel f  part of a histori cal tradition going back through the centuries. 

A: And every generation adds something, takes something out, whatever. Like . . .  that's  

how I see religion actually, tradition, what people actually l ive. 

A viv returns to the theme of teaching children the importance of Jewish tradition and 

history in an open manner that respects their abil ity to choose for themselves while 

acknowledging the equal beauty o f  other cultures: 

Avi v :  For me Jewish celebrations are important things. I really hope that I wi J l  be able to 

celebrate it if one day I have a fam ily, with chi ldren .  

D :  Groovy . . .  What w i l l  you teach i n  the h ome, for example, about being Jewish? 

A . . .  to be open with the other you have . . .  to know about yourself, about your own people, 

where are you from .  And I would teach them abou t  the signification . . .  of the celebrations 

and I hope that they wil l  have more Jewish cuJt ure than me because I have many things 

about the Jewish thought that I don' t  know . . .  I really want them to be also Jewish . . .  and I 

wi l l  say to them that what makes the beauty o f  the world is that you have many different 

cultures 

D :  [ interrupts] So you are not going to teach them that they are a part of a chosen people or 

anything l ike that? 

A:  No, no, no, that they are part of the Jewish people who have a hard but beautiful 

h istory . . .  and that they have to know about themselves and they have to be open-minded 

and to know about other people. 

Fam i ly Pol itics 

D :  Are your parents involved i n  polit ics at all ?  

H.adar: They see televi s ion and shout. . .  

D :  Are they right wing, left wing. 

H: Left of course!  

I n  Israel ethnicity and class are i mportant factors affecting voting patterns but the 

fami ly remain a primary i nfl uence on voting. It is difficul t  to pin down the reasons for this 
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p henomenon - which Israel shares with other countries - but the answer probabl y  l ies in  the 

strength of the Jew ish fam ily as a social unit. Other possible factors include the difficulty of 

social ising with pol itical antagonists when such divisions relate to world view, rel igiosity, 

etc . and the consequent politicisation of the Jewish home, alongside the rel at ive absence o f  

youth rebel lion against one's parent's generation, buil t  partially on the collectivist 

orientation of education and domestic sociaJisation.  These provide partial  explanations for 

the phenomenon of family/'tribal' vot ing without fully accounting for i t .  Many interviewees 

come from staunch social ist fam i l ies of long-standing, often with grandparents who were 

halutzim, and are proud of this family traditjon.  Others have parents who have been active 

for many years in Meretz and its feeder parties RATZ, Shinui  and Mapam: 

Idan:  Wel l my fami ly  is from Mapai historical ly. 

D : R ight, so they were aJ I  in the A vodah? 

I :  A vodah, they were always A vodah . My grandfa ther and grandmother came in Israel and 

settled in the kibbutz of A vodah. They were members of Mapai from 1 930 [ laughs] but my 

m other didn't  vote for A vodah for nearly 1 5  years. She voted for Meretz, RATZ, Shinu.i . 

D :  OK, how did you get involved with Meretz? 

Erez: My father and my mother was in Meretz, yeah. 

D: Why do you think you were left wing, was your fami ly  left wing particularly? 

A v i : My grandfather was one of the people  who established Kibbutz Givat HaShosha I t 's  a 

k ibbutz near Petah Tikva. We came i n  the A liyah Hamishi . . .  ln the thirt ies . . .  the Shomer 

Hatzair . . .  and he [ grandfather] was . . .  a reall y  truly socialis t .  . .  there was in I srael a social 

newspaper which cal led El Hamishmar? And he was the last reader. The day he died they 

closed El Hamishmar . . .  From my mother's  side I can say that her father . . .  was a member of 

tl1e historic Mapai .  He was a member of tJ1e city cmmcil in Lod . . .  But . . .  we' re not a 

pol i tical house. 

Yaron : My parents are now no longer involved in  politics. My parents are both, my parents 

met when they were in the Hashomer Hatzair . . . They went off to Garin, they went off to a 
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k ibbutz, they l ived in a kibbutz, they married and so on and so forth . They left the kibbutz 

after about two or three years but they were defmitely politic . . .  my brother was in Noar 

Meretz for a while.  

Danny tells a funny story about his comrmmist grandparents that demonstrates how the 

left was split at the time by ideological confl icts. I t  also displays the underlying tension 

within the civil  religion of the time between Jewish particularism and socialist universality: 

Danny : . . .  when I came to I srael and I was exposed to my mother's side . . .  they were 

communists . . .  before I srael was independent . . .  ideology was a way of l ife and people that 

didn't conform with majority ideology were l iterally thrown out. .. my grandmother's  family 

- and my grandfather' s  to a lesser. . .  extent . . .  originally were Hashomer Hatzair but when 

they came to I srael they drifted towards the commun ist party and they were s imply thrown 

out of their . . .  k ibbutz . . .  they couldn ' t  conform, they protested against many o f  the . . .  more 

Zionist acts of the kibbutz for example . . .  m y  grandmother' s  sister became pregnant and she 

wouldn ' t  marry the daughter' s  father pecause he wasn't of the Iight party . . .  so she gave 

birth out of wedlock and later married someone from the pa11y . 

D :  The right party. Which party was this, the Communist Party of Israel? 

Dy: Yeah, i t  was the Commw1ist Party, exactly (laughs] .  . .  My mother . . .  in o ur days she 

went to the far right of the family, s he votes for A vodah (laughs] .  

M any parents of research participants were i n  the first generation o f  Peace Now 

activists and involved their children in peace movement activities at an early age. 

Racheli :  1 grew up in a very political house and my parents were in the first l ine of Shalom 

Akhshav activists from '77  to today . . .  one of my first memories . . .  I remember that m y  

parents woke me u p  . . .  I thought i t  was the middle of the night, now I know it was 

something like 9 o' clock. And they explained that I had to see very important things in the 

television. They took me in  front of the television and then we saw Sadat coming off the 

plane and there was crying . . .  it was . . .  later that I understand what was happening there but 

I remember that the thing that they took me in  front of the television and said "You are 
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watching now an historical moment, and they were all excited so . . .  I went to a lot of 

demonstrations with my parents . . .  :.,"halom Akhshav was all young people's kids around the 

age of thirty, forty . . . when 1 was armmd the age of eight� nine the demonstratjons started to 

become very violent . . .  and then they stopped taking the cbildren.. 

Gilad: one of my sisters . . . sbe was in Shalom Akhshav when they started. My other family 

is very politically aware you can say, not a11 of them. 

D: Are they left wing people? 

G :  Yeah., yeal1. They're not all active all  the way although my parents . . .  try to always 

emphasise it so much, go out and do things . 

There are exceptions to the rule., with parents' shifting their votes between centre-left 

and centre-right. This is a developing phenomenon that testifies to the waning of ideology 

particularly within the middle classes, and has changed the Israeli political landscape since 

the J 970s. In such families, most Meretz activists reported pu))jng their family to the left 

through their own exhmtations and example: 

Benny: My parents are not involved at all . . . my father always voted for the Labour Party 

and my mother vote one time for the Likud and another time for the Labour Party . . . I have 

two younger sisters, one just got out of the army and one is si:A.-teen years old, so everything 

they do . . .  is after me. 

D: OK, so they're sort of following your lead are they? 

B: Yeah, following. That's why my t'amily had tour votes this time . . .  for Meretz. My 

younger sister getting interested in politics after me, I told her, ""Go". 

D: What did your parents believe in? 

Roni: Good stuff. My parents are like old-fashioned Zionists They came from Romania32 

and they had trouble getting out of there in the ' 70s and they're like really, really Likud . . .  

my father constantly is voting for the Pensioner Party . . .  Now in '92 I convinced my mother 

32 Country changed to protect identity. 
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at the end to vote Meretz because I couldn't vote, but . . .  in the last elections they voted 

Netanyahu, both . . .  and I just didn't bothered . . .  to convince them or to fight with them. 

Nir was the sole critic of family politics, though be was vv'rong in assuming that Meretz 

members tended to buck the trend of iutergeneratioual voting affinities. Two voting­

patterns emerge from the interviews. The majority of activists display a family voting 

pattern that has changed little since the Yishm1, with parties coming and going while the 

votes of supporters remain within the same left wing camp. The second trend is of Meretz 

activists whose parents have joined tbe swelling ranks of non-ideological centrist voters 

who now constitute the kingmakers of the Israeli system. Nir is spot on in his summation of 

the impact of family voting; the persistence and deepening of social cleavages and conflict, 

including the religious-secular kulturkampf 

Nir: I think that's the most stupid thing for a person to do . . .  to support the ideas that your 

parents does, I mean unfortunately that's what almost all of these people . . .  in Meretz less, 

they're more idealist . . .  if that's what you do this country never gonna change 'cause . . .  your 

parents were in a fight with the haredim and you will be in a fight with haredim. 

The Educated Jew 

In Chapter 9 we will discuss the Meretz-Shas battle over the control of funding for the 

Shas school network in 1 999-2000, but for now we wi11 analyse the role of state education 

in the socialisation of Jewish identity. 

The State Education Law of 1 953, cemented the autonomy of the ultra-Orthodox 

Agudah Israel school system, effectively gave control of the state-religious sector to the 

national-religious, and destroyed the 'worker's' stream of the Labour movement in 

establishing the new secular state system (Liebman 1 983: 1 27; Zucker & Zucker 1985: 134-

1 3 5;  Sachar 1 996:380; Lelunan-Wilzig & Susser 1 98 1 : 1 1 9). SuddenJy the Labour 

movement was divested of its ability to reproduce itself ideologica11y. This blow, combined 

with the de-ideologising bureaucratisation of 'statism' and waning of left wing collectivism, 

led to the slow death of the Zionist left as a vtbrant, innovative political force - as opposed 

to the religious educational streams where theo-ideology remained a guiding factor 
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(Lehman-Wilzig & S usser 1 98 1 : 1 1 9) .  The separation o f  educational streams also la id the 

basis for the deepening of mutual com munity isolat io� l aying the foundations for the 

worsening kulturkampf(Rejwan 1 99 9 : 1 06) .  

Zucker & Zucker ( 1 973 : 1 40) rel ate that in  the 1 950s the Ministry of Educat ion and 

Cul ture became concemed that young people were becoming indifferent to and d ivorced 

from the Jewish re l igious tradition and h istory, and were lacking a sense of connection to 

Diaspora Jewry. In 1 959 a Ministry directive establ ished the sh1dy of the Diaspora, Jewish 

rites and myths and related subjects, the study of the week's reading from the Pentateuch 

(read in synagogue), and the celebrat ion of rel ig ious fest ivals at primary schools i n  order to 

foster a "Jewish atmosphere" (Zucker & Zucker 1 973 : 1 40- 1 4 1 ) . The programme was only 

part ia l ly  successful  and fai led to  prevent the cleavages i t  was i ntended to address, but 

remains in altered form as an element of the state school curriculum (Zucker & Zl1cker 

I 973 : 1 4 2 ) .  

l dan discusses t h e  study of Jewish tradition a t  school and restates a common prej udice 

in Meretz that a Torah-based education l eaves religious ignorant not only of vital secular 

topics but of the true mean ing and i mport of Biblical  passages: 

l dan :  W hen l was in school , when I l earned Physics, I ' d  look at the teacher, I didn' t k now 

what  he says and a fter the class I didn ' t  remember anyth ing. I n  the Bible c lasses when the 

teacher was talk ing what she said got into my head and never left . . .  We don' t  study it as a 

rel igion we study it as a culture. God isn ' t  the main character in the book when we study i t .  

We study i t  as historical, as cultural poi n t .  . .  And you study it with a lot  of open-minded. 

People who study it as j ust, "That ' s  what God said and that 's  what we have to d o", they 
' 

don ' t  study it as the B ible .  They don' t  know the Bible. I know the Bible, I know i t  better 

t J1an tJ1em because . . i they know just the Halakha, the mitzvot what they have to do. But 

they don ' t  know what king did what and why he did that . . .  That ' s  the interesting p art of it ,  

the historical side, and they don' t  know nothing about it, they don't care . . .  Just, "What 

mitzvaJ1s, we have these kind of mitzvahs to do, this k ind not to do. That 's  what God gave 

us and that ' s  what we have to do . We don' t  ask no questions and we don't  see i f  there is  

controversies i n  the Bible, we don ' t  care" . . .  that' s why when we face them and talk to them 

and ask them, "Why did the B ible said that i n  A, in patt B it said that?", " I  don ' t  know, I 
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never. . .  you' re absolutely right" . And you open the Bible . . .  Some people open their mind 

and some people, "No, I don ' t  want to see, I don't want to know. It ' s  beyond me, my m i nd 

is too l ittle . . .  I can' t  u nderstand what God said" . 

Ophir: Look, I was brought up here so in school and i n  kindergarten you learn about the 

Jewish holi days and you learn Jewish history and you learn Tanakh. 

D :  . . .  Do you think it ' s important? 

0: To tell you the truth I never thought about it, it was so evident that we should study this. 

And it 's not too much, but you should learn it just like you study h istory . . .  I completely 

don ' t  believe in it . My ancestors are Jewish and this Judaism is based on somethi ng, and 

that something is the Torah. So I don ' t  mind it . . .  I think i t 's  a best seller [ laughs] . You 

should study i t ,  not too much. You don ' t  have to study the whole Torah by heart. 

Ophir takes the presence of Bible and rel igious study as a given in state schools. A vi 

would like to see the strengthening of his "intel1ech1al c ulhue" tllfough a greater emphasis 

on teaching the basic tenets of Judaism in education.  This would, he believes, strengthen 

the Jewish identity of s tudents and make them more knowledgeable about their history and 

culture : 

A vi: . . .  in first grade . . .  we studied part of the Tanakh and several books but . . .  it didn' t  make 

me remember and . . .  we didn' t  learn the basic things about Judaism. This is very bad. We 

didn't learn the basic thing about why are we praying . . .  I didn' t study at all .  

D :  S o  you feel i t  should b e  brought in? 

A: Of course. I ' m  Jewish, I have to know my basic,  why I' m  Jewish what I have to do . . .  

every Muslim know bow to pray and I really don ' t  know. And . . .  [ I 'm not] proud o f  i t .  I 

want to know because it's part of my i ntellectual culture. 

Moshe blames the education system for introducing an element of xenophobia i n  

placing too great a stress on Jewish particularity. Gilad a&>rees with this assessment, 

denouncing the idealisation of rel igious fanaticism, and the assumed existence of the divine 

i n  state education : 
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Moshe: Well, when you grow up in Israel you go to a school where all the feasts are 

celebrated in the school. .  You have a feasts notebook and every time a feasts is coming ­

and they are ahnost never too far away - so you study about this feas� what do you do in 

Succot and what is the meaning. . .  I think that there is some xenophobia which the 

educational system in Israel plants into the minds of the people...  maybe it changed 

during . . .  the reign of Yossi Sarid as the Minister of Educa6on . . .  but I am quite sure that he 

did not change it enough and I'm quite sure that whatever he changed will be changed 

backwards. 

Gilad: First and second grade you study the Torah. You have . . . religious classes, you study 

it not exactly as a religious book, you study it, how to interpret it. . .  

D :  [ intermpts] Do you study it as literature? 

G: No, no, not as literature . . .  you study a Jot of Jewish concept, all the history is painted in 

Jewish, you know, the brave Jews did this and did that. Once you learn about the mass 

suicide in Metsada [Massada] you study it as an act of heroism. You don't think . . .  maybe 

they did something wrong when you study the story of Bar Kochva and you don't study 

like this was this fanatic guy, no chance at all, Bar Kochva . . .  he committed suicide against 

the Roman emperor . . .  it's religious fanaticism and all of the history of the Jewish people 

are based on being fanatic in religious like . . .  in the educational system always telling you 

"Look how heroes they are, they died for their belief'. I think it's a bit excessive . . .  And you 

get it for granted . . .  I know I never had the question inside me . . .  is there really a God, only 

after, when I was maybe 1 0, 1 1  the question started to arise . . . does God exist, maybe 

there' s another option? Nobody asked the question in school, not specifically. 

This section introduces a subject worthy of study beyond the pUIVlew of this 

dissertation; the impact of state-sponsored religious education on Jewish socialisation. I do 

not have enough information on this topic to make judgements with regard to impact. 

However, it seems likely that given the nature of the school programme and the comments 

thereon above, that attempts to inculcate Jewish solidarity through the state education 
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sector lead to greater Jewish particularism and xenophobia without instilling a thorough 

knowledge of the texts or culture they are trying to teach. 

Now we shift our foctL� from Jewish sociaJisation to a disetL�sion of three important 

factors in Israeli identity politics; the anny, the Holocaust and Zionism. 
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Chapter 7: Postzionism, the Army and the Shoa 

h1 this chapter we will consider the present state of Zionism and Zionist identification 

through an account of controversies surrounding 'postzionist' thought, with Meretz activists 

giving their opinions on this debate before providing their own definitions of what it is to 

be a Zionist. Interviewees also relate to the army and its impacts on identification with the 

state, social cohesion, gender, politics and human and civt1 rights, before the chapter draws 

to a close with a piece on the Holocaust as a central and constitutive symbol in secular 

Jewish identity politics. 

Will the Real Postzionist Please Stand llp? 

A great deal of bile has been spilled in recent years concerning postzionism. To 

generalise, academics and commentators who have revisited the Zionist �"1 and present 

and pointed out tl1e co�pted nature of traditional Zionist history and myth-making and 

discourses on society, have been pi1Joried and branded with the label 'postzionist' {Barnett 

1 996:248). m part, this defensive posture has resulted from the compelling nature of the 

evidence produced, undermining previously held assumptions and myths of Zionist 

homogeneity as a virtuous system of beliefs and programme of 'return', settlement and 

assimilation. In the wake of the 1 967 War recognition slowly developed of be centrality of 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict to the formation and history of Israeli society and, with 

related critiques, seriously undermined the progressive and humanistic image of the Zionist 

movement (Silberstein 1 999). Concurrent changes in economic and cultural life also 

contributed to a societal de-ideologisatiou and the attendant de-mythologisation of the 

Zionist project. Postzionist focuses attention on issues such as the nature of Israeli 

democracy given its Jewish specificity, the marginalisation of certain c.ommunities from 

significant discursive fields, cultural and economic capital, and Zionist colonialism, and 

seeks to problematise established modes of Zionist thought on these issues, in doing so 

undermining Zionist representational hegemony. For example, K.immerling (2002 : 1  1 22) is 

unequivocal in identifying Israel as a colonial entity: 
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Israel was formed as a frontier society and a settler-immigrant state. To this day, 

it remains an active immigrant society engaged in a continuing settlement and 

territorial expansion process . . .  [It was] sophisticated enough to distance itself 

from traditional global colonialism, the bistorical matrix from which it developed 

(Kimmerling 2002 : 1 122).  

The critique of Zionism as a colonial settler movement seriously undermines claims to 

the uniqueness, inevitability, and virtuous nature of the Zionist colonisation of Palestine by 

allowing its comparison with the colonial conquests of nineteenth century European 

empires. Indeed settler societies such as New Zealand, Australia and Canada. have foJJowed 

a not dissimilar h istorical course. Initial settlement was based morally on the assumption of 

a God-given 'right' to conquered territories. TI1is was elaborated in a govemi:ng ideology 

that stressed the influence of colonists as agents of progress and the uninhabited or under­

utilised nature of the land allowing its alienation from the local population . Both were 

central t11emes of early Zionist colonialism. Settlement fo11owed with buy-outs, land-grabs 

and the violent subjugation of opposition, then the establishment of institutional fonus of 

statehood and eventual independence and the denial of indigenous pleas for restitution. 

Only recently have these settler societies begun to renegotiate their historical 

understandings in a more critical light inspired by postcolonial critiques of previous 

understandings, of which postzionism is one. Israel's 'new historians' are a branch of an 

academic movement that has caused similar conflicts over the colonial past in New 

Zealand, the United States, Canada and Australia. Unlike these post-colonial societies, 

Israel does not recognise the indigenous rights of the usurped indigenes due to classical 

Zionism's certitude regarding Jewish ownership through historical and biblical ties. 

This certitude and assumed righteousness has been seriously undermined since 1 967 by 

the impact of the Occupation, which has led to a progressive public recognition of the 

distress caused by Zionist settlement. A more posi6ve image of the Jewish Diaspora in the 

new civil religion also undennined the hegemony of classical Zionist triumphalism and, 

with the growing attraction of 'American' consumer culture, led to the implicit recognition 

that a meaningful Jewish life is possible outside 1srael (Eisenstadt 1 985 :398). 1deological 

sterility, the growing legitimacy within Jewish identity politics of religious tmderstandings 
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and symbolic fields, and the imperatives of social and economic liberalisation, and 

attendant individualism, have left secular Zionism a hollow husk open to individual and 

group reinterpretation in l ight of their own belief and value systems (E isenstadt 1 985 :370; 

Uri Avinery cited in Sclmall l 979:59). 

Maoz Azaryahu (2000:43) describes the 'Americanization of Israel' as an important 

feature of the emergent "new Israel", and argues that this shows that Israeli society is "in 

the finaJ stages of the fmmdation phase of its history''. He argues that the American system 

of consumption "'endorses individualism and bedonistn, self-fulfilment and the quest for 

unrestrained pleasure" wlticlt is "wily it is perceived by its opponents as a harbinger of 

vulgarity, commercialism and superficiality'' (Azaryahu 2000:45). There is some truth in 

this assertion, particularly when it's related to the extreme demands imposed on Israeli 

youth by the state, their disinterest in Zionist education, and socialisation into 'maJl-culture', 

but 'hedonism' and 'unrestrained pleasure' exaggerates the change in values somewhat and 

falls into the trap of taking at face value Zionist expressions of prior collective homogeneity 

and altruism (Garfinkle 1997 : 1 35�  Palestine-Israel Journal 1999/2000:16-19). 

A 2002 study of Israeli advertising (Haaretz, 1 /2/02) found an industry obsessed with 

the symbols and language of American consumer culture. The study's findings were 

summarised by one of its co-authors, Dr. Eli Avraham; "We are still dreaming in Hebrew 

but America is the identity of which we are dreaming" (Haaretz, l /2/02). Myron Aronoff 

(2000:92, 99) discusses the 'Americanization' of the I sraeli political system through the 

introduction of party primaries, tbe institution of the direct election of tbe prime minister, 

the de-ideologisation of political debate, and the introduction of American-style 

electioneering through a new emphasis on the personalisation of political debate, a reliance 

on polls, and the increasing importance of television. Television has certainly played a part 

in changing the nature of political campaigning (Laskier 2000: 1 28). Many of the activities 

we undertook during the 1 999 campaign ·were designed to attract the press, particularly TV 

news crews, for precious seconds of countrywide exposure. 

The changes occurring through economic liberalisation and the growing individualism 

and acquisitiveness of Israeli society have a positive aspect, overturning the previous 

obsession with the collective of classical Zionism and allowing the development of a 

nascent civil society that permits the questioning of authority, a new emphasis on civil and 
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human rights both politically and in terms of jurisprudence, and the demythologisation of 

history and conflict (Laskier 2000 : 129). Meretz is a product of these developments. 

There is a strong nunp of scholars defending the barricades of c1assica1 Zionism and 

arguing against what they perceive to be the pretensions of an effete minority of 

intellectuals out of touch with pro-Ziouist popular opinion. Their task is made somewhat 

easier by the setting up of 'postzionism' as a windmiJJ to tilt at rather than their seeking to 

address what is a complex and irreducible variety of cri6cisms of Israeli society including 

new histories and social scientific studies dealing witb identity, power relations, 

colonialism, representation, minority rigbts and rebellion, etc. Tbe label is also easily used 

to raise popular ire, simplistical ly presenting 'postzionist' scholarship a.'> a mode of 

disloyalty standing outside the 'Zionist consensus': '"Postzionists are a tiny minority in 

Israeli society today, fmmd mostly among the intellectual elite and within academia . . .  it is 

hard to see it appealing to the Jewish masses, because they have a vested interest in keeping 

Israel Jewish and Zionist" (Sammy Smooba cited in Abdel-Malek & Jacobson 1999:20 l ). 

Notice the references to the 'masses' and postzionism as a de-Judaising academic stream. 

Jewish identity and society as a monist unity are both invoked with postzionists presented 

as alienated from both. It should be remembered here that the new civil religion, building 

on latent racism in society, equates membership in the Jewish collective with the ability to 

speak in public debates. Here we see this right to speak, or to criticise, being denied, even if 

unconsciously - which I believe to be tbe case bere given Smooba's pluralistic propensities. 

The postzionist debate is nothing if not political. 

Kimmerling coined the acronym 'Ahusa1'33 to describe the Ashkenazi LaboUT-socialist 

elite and charts their fal l  in The End of Ashkenazi Hegemony (2001 )  and the rise of Gush 

Emunim, tl1e ultra-Orthodox and Mizrachirn (Haaretz, 28n 10 1 ). In a paper presented to the 

Association of Israel Studies in June 2000 Kimmerling wrote of two "significant empirical 

and theoretical changes" in Israel in the past decade, the first. "A cognitive and 

paradigmatic shift from the existence of a state-within-a-society to a situation of several 

cultures and coexistence of several societies-within-a-state". The second is a 

"decomposition of Israeli nationalism into two rival, competing identities" (Kimmer1ing 

33 Ahusal: Ashkenaziness (ashkenaziut), secularism (lrilo11iut), socialism (sozialism) and nationalism 
(leummwt), husal means "he was eliminated/wiped out'' (Ha'aretz 28/9/01). 
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2000) . The first change consists of "The poli tical empowerment of d iverse populations" 

wh ich "threatens the veteran founding father's cultural , pol i tical a nd economic dom inance" 

(Kimmerl ing AIS Conference 2000). I n  an earl ier article Kimmerling identifies the four 

main ideological fonts of Zion ism ; Judaism, socialism ,  secular-national i s m  and classic 

libera lism, and seeks to disclose the tensions between particul arism and universalism i n  

each component o f  the Zion ist movement (Cohen, Lissak & Alrnagar 1 985 :262). The 

"del icate balance" between tm iversalism and Jewish specificity in each element was 

destabil ised or sh i fted through demographic change, which in  tum led to changes in the role  

of rel i gion in Zio n is t  and Israe l i  col lective identity - the 1 967 invasion of the West  Bank 

and Gaza and 1 97 7  change in goveming parties  proving particularly momentous (Cohen, 

Lissak & Aim agar 1 985 :266-267) .  I t  is this destabi Jisation and the consequent eruption of 

competing identity polit ics, ethno-rel igious-class poli tics and heightening of the conflicts 

ove r  the peace process and kulturkampfwhich fonn the background for this dissertation and 

are denied or down played by those who wish to present a more pacific impression of I srael i  

society, or deny the steady erosion of Ahusal pri m acy. 

The Muti ny Aga i n st Collectivi s m  

One of the more interesting phenomena in  recent I srael i  h istory has been the rapid 

weakening of col lect ivist orientations and the emergence of a more sovereign Jewish 

cit izen through the rapid social and economjc changes menti oned above. However, a ful l  

civi l society i s  yet to emerge. Col lectivism remains a value essential to state control 

mechanisms (educat ion , army, etc.)  political polemic, and popular discourses on what i t  is 

to be Jewish and Israeli . However, secular society has increasingly engaged in  a vel vet 

revolution of discursive al legi ance to collecti vism and private rebell ion against the 

pragmatic and ideoiogical strictures of the col lectivist ethos .  The establ ishment of 

consumer cul ture i s  one example, with those m al l s  that are open packed on Shabbat and 

calls to make S unday another day off work. The army has long stood as a bulwark against 

indivi d ual ist orientations but this bast ion is also crumbling with the increasing 

unw i l l in gness of secular Israelis to serve in combat units, a strong conscientious object ion 

movement - over 1 ,000 soldiers have refused to serve in the Territories, which is 

unprecedented in the history of t h e  state - and the increasingly vocal criticism of the IDF in 
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I srael i  society, w h ich is far more direct than c1iticisms of the mi litary in any Western nation 

s ince V ietnam.  

Recurrent governments have been increasingly viewed as corrupt and ineffech1al w ith  

c lose to half the population at any one t ime standing in  d irect opposition to  i ts  security 

po l ic ies and even its legitimacy, if it is a l eft wing govern ment.  The popularity of Shas is a 

s ign that 'traditional'  Jews are using a newly found, individua l is tic  refl exivity to vote in a 

party that is not  Zionist but instead st{lnds as a guarantor of part icularistic Sephardi pride 

and culture against the val ues and ideology of secular Zionis t col lechvism, both Labour 

and Revis ionist. 

Trends d i verge with regards to the recognition of the right of the individual to criticise 

the col lective and stand apart from its i mperatives. A strong collectivist orientation is still 

expressed through the educational emphasis on gibush34 and the popular feeling that one 

m us t  s acrifice elements of individual freedom for the good of the nation . This ethos, for 

example, leads to a bl ind h·ust that a llows the actions and statements of government 

spokesmen and the security forces to go unchecked at t i mes of war except by the radical 

l eft, with their protests largely being ignored by the media . 

The j udicial revolution instituted through the legislation of Basic Laws tabled by 

Meretz ( see Chapter 8), installed for the first t ime q uasi-constitutional guarantees of 

i ndividual freedoms.  This has proved useful for those with the money and t ime to devote to 

lengthy court battles, but has had no real impact on popular understandings of individual 

sovereignty vis-a-vis the state. Democrat ic norms are very shallow and weak in Israeli 

society and the development of a full civil society is a long way off. It is threatened by the 

anti-democratic propensities of the secular and rel igious right and even Labour, the 

collectivist e t hos, excessive m il itarism and endemic cotTuption. Meretz, itself is not 

immun e  to these malad ies but adheres to indiv idualism ideologically as a guiding principle 

for pol i t ical reform, as does Sh in ui. 

Overa l l, economic l iberalisation and the assumption of powerful 'American' cultural 

norms rel at in g  to the 'freedom to consw11e' and to lead a l i fe that is not impinged upon by 

collectivist demands and constraints, h ave led to an increasingly util itarian relationship 

between ind ividual and state .  This is  expressed pol itically in t he massive electoral swings 

3� 'Togetherness', a collectivist orientation .. 
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between rival pol i t ical camps promis ing freedom from i nsecurity either through the peace 

process or pun i t ive measures . To generalise, most Israel is  are t ired of war and want to be 

left alone by a s tate whose main p urpose, they believe, should be the faci l i t ation of 

economic affluence w i th in  a Jewish society. I n  this sense, I srael is becoming a 'normal' 

Westem society. 

What is Zionism? 

The vast majority of Meretz act i vists iden t i fy as  Zionists, but  the ir answers to what 

Zionism consists of d isplay a general disbel ief in the value system of c lassical Zion ism. 

The Holocaust and perceived pervasiveness of Gent i le  anti-Semit ism are used to legit imate 

the colon isat ion of Palest ine and need for a Jewish state. A great confusion exists as to how 

to define Zionism in a secular m i l ieu that is not post-colonial but in  which tJ1e va]ue system 

of h itnachliut is viewed as both anachronistic and t J1e preserve of settler extrem ists. A 

number of responses display the in tluence of postzion ist thought,  wh i le  a handfu l  o f  

in terviewees described themselves as non-Zionists.  

Defi nit ion problems 

D:  Are you a Zionis t?  

Noam: Yes, of course . . .  l heard that Shimon Peres . . .  said Zionism was a revol ution and a 

revolution that ' s  a success and today . . .  you don' t  need i t  anymore because you have a 

country . . .  1 don ' t  know . . .  what is to be a Zion ist b u t  I how what . . .  i s  to opponent t o  

Zionism . . .  when l saw, let' s say the m i l i tants of the . . .  Arabs and t h e  haredim. They say that 

they are anti-Zionist,  and so I say I am a Zionist . . .  I define myse l f  as t he opposite o f  them . . .  

S o  I don ' t  know what i s  t o  b e  today a Zionist .  

D: Do you think i t ' s  . . . lto be an Israel i  national ist today . . .  

N :  No, there i s  no Israel i national is m . . .  There i s  . . .  ideas that you have that suppos ed to be 

but I can ' t  see something l ike this today. 

We see here that t he fai lure, on the part o f  the socialising state, to develop a c lear sense 

of Israel i nat ionalism and identity has left secular I srael is  without a cons istent nat ional 

ident i ty  free of Jewish part icularism and its increasingly rel i gious overtones. Thu s  Noam 
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feels unable to define h is  Zionism except m opposition to ultra-Orthodox and Arab 

rejectionism.  

Below, Ehud achtally describes e lements of a latent nationalist ideology in seeking to 

define his Zionis t  identity, then relates directly to a universalism he believes was absent 

from classical Zionism (although it was an ideolo&rical element) : 

Ehud: I ' m  a Zionist, although I have problems with the definition of what a Zionist . . .  in the 

sense that I identify completely . . .  [with] a place for the Jewish people. I ' m  a Zionist in the 

sense that I feel so belong ing to this country I ' d  never e ver think of l iving somewhere 

else . . .  but I ' m  not Zionist in the sense that I will not d ie for thi s  country no matter what. . .  

D :  D o  you think that that ' s  changed over time - because obviously i t  was different in the 

pioneering period - what Zionism meant? 

E: Right, I think i t's changed in the sense that in the late '40s and the early ' 5 0s Zionism 

meant that you don't  see anything else but yourself and you were justi fied l iving for this 

country and fighting for i t ,  etc.  I t  has changed tremendous ly. The country . . .  i s  much more 

secure, m uch stronger. And Zionists, we are able to see others and not only ourselves. 

Postzionist Tendencies 

Many respondents related to themes picked up by postzionist scholarship, sometimes in  

an e ffort to explain why they themselves are not Zionists, b ut more often to e lucidate on the 

aspects of the Zionist past or present they find abhorrent or desired not to be i dentified 

with:  

D: What, what about yourself, are you a Zionist?  

E frat : Actually not ,  not  reaJl y  . . .  i t's not  that I ' m  anti-Zionism in any particular way I j ust 

don't  believe in nationalism . . .  every state thinks that it ' s  the best state and everything we do 

is great and every state uses violence to keep itsel f . .  sometjmes when I think about things 

we did at '48 I fee l  bad about i t  and that's  like a taboo. You ' re not supposed to talk about 

i t. . .  you're supposed to just talk about the occupying of '67 . . .  you're not supposed to talk 

about . . .  shit this  whole state is one big Occupation . . .  but then again I look at my 

grandparents or the people that came here from . . .  Eastern Europe and . . .  al l the rest of the ir 
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fam ily died i n  the Holocaust after they came . . .  I th ink it would have been bet ter for them to 

go . . .  to America to tel l you the truth but they decided to come and bui ld  a country and I 

can ' t  real ly blame them on that .  

Efrat does not identify as a Zionist and l inks tl1 is  reject ion to her recogni tion of 

i njus t ices inflicted on  the Palest i n ian people . In a non-taped i nterview, Y ara fol lowed a 

simi l ar l ine i n  arguing that the whole concept of  the Jewish state is problematic.  She 

bel ieves that i t 's i mpossible to ignore the fact that the persecution of non-Jews is ongoing; 

"lt 's  terrible" . ' ' I ' m  so ashamed of i t ,  to  be i n  a country that does that . I 'd better stop before 

I burst into tears, it makes me so mad" .  She views Zionism as a rel igious ideology bui ld ing 

on b ibl ical understandings of the importance of I srael . She says that Israel is  don ' t  h ave an 

i n trins ic  r ight to the country, and if  i t  was possible to choose aga in  where the Jewish state 

should be set up she would insist on i t  being s i ted in some unpopulated place. Efrat and 

Yara were only joined by two other i n terviewees in  dec laring themselves non-Zionis ts,  

without countering th is  by ident i fy ing as Israel i  national ists . 

Yaron: Zionism is bel ieving in the right o f  Jews to come and l ive i n  Israel .  . .  it doesn ' t  mean 

that you should come to I srael . . .  But I th ink Zionism is about Jews having a big fal l  back 

posit ion. And 1 also tJ1 ink that Zionism is something that ' s  changing now . . .  postzionism is a 

certain movement which speaks about Jews not having the right to l ive in Zion, i n  I srael 

anymore.  

Avi v :  . J  don' t  have any attachment for the  land . . .  s ince the Zionist  movement and the bom 

of the I srael i  state being  a Jew . . .  has a n ational s ign i fication wi th the Hebrew language . . .  

OK, you have many people who speak Hebrew and who are not Jews, you have many Jews 

who don 't  speak Hebrew . . .  the intel lect11a l s  of the postzion ists . . .  They say that "OK now . . .  

I srael is an i ndividual ist ic society so we are not a Jewish state at aJl . . .  tJ1at 's nonsense for 

me. What does it mean to be a state l ike any other s tate. . .  Each s tate has h is  own 

particulari ties and i t's good to be l ike that. I 'm also for universal issues and for u n iversal 

values and J don ' t  th ink that the nation-state . . . is an inevitable framework . For me i t ' s  . . .  not 

a value, OK. But is it a value to survive as a people with our national language, with our 
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national culture . . .  to preserve it and, on the other hand, to be open to other culh1res. And 

it ' s very difficult . . .  For me Zionism is the expression of the Jewish people, their wi l l  to 

survive, not more than this . In our achlal world people cannot survive without a nat ion­

s tate . . .  And I ' m  real ly aware of the difficulty to be Zionist on one hand and to be humanist  

and left wing o n  the other. B ut many people did try from Martin B uber to the leaders of 

Mapam, of RATZ . . .  of  S heli,  the leaders of Shalom Akhshav. You have a really huge 

tradition of people . . .  for whom humanistic values and Jewish will to survive was two 

i mportant things. 

Yaron and Aviv display the common prej udice that postzionism is in  fact anti-Zionism 

and anti-Jewish. We see here the success o f  opponents in proroguing debate through a 

discourse on loyalty and disloyalty. Erez recognises the changes taking p lace in I sraeli 

society and comes up with his own response as to what it is to be a Zionist today, again 

displaying the general confusion of Zionism with an underlying I sraeli  nationalism .  

Naaman is  lmeqnivocal o n  this point, reject ing Zionism i n  favour o f  Israeli i dentity .  

Erez: OK.  I don' t  know how to say that but; I'm Jewish and I 'm here, and I ' m  doing what 

I ' m  doing and I ' m  in Meretz, and I see i t  j ust for that, that I ' m  Jewish and I have to do 

something good for this country because we don' t  have another place to l ive . . .  now the 

Zionism . . .  and the socialism is not l ike they was 50 years ago, i t's somethi n g  that changed 

all the t ime. B ut the Zionism now it's not . . .  making more place to l ive and all this .  Now . . .  

it' s take care t o  good education, this is the Zionism now. 

Naaman : I ' m  not a Jew I ' m  an I srael i .  I was born an I sraeli so I was born Zionist .  Zionism 

has served i ts purpose . 

F inally, Ran i  speaks to the general feeling that c lassical Zionism is a bit  o ld-fashioned 

and out of step with modern real i ties, stating clearly that he v iews it as a colonial 

movement: 
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Ron i :  l t ' s  a l i ttle hard to define Zionism . . .  first of  a l l  i f  Zionism is a phi losophy . . .  which 

decides that I srael is l ike the home of the Jews and b lah, blal1, b lah? blah . . .  Zionism is a 

very old theory and it was devised during the nineteenth century and you can smell  lots of 

coloni a l  and imperial  smells in i t .  

Zion as Safe-haven 

Jew1sh suffering i n  the Diaspora, past, present and future came across as a dominant  

theme i n  the responses of many interviewees. This  llilmasks a fear of the Gent i l e  world, 

perceived as implacab ly  hosti le,  that both builds on the traditional negation of Galut i n  

classical Zionist ideology and goes beyond it, tak ing the Holocaust as its central symbol 

and Jewish sol i tude as its template in  keeping with the prejudices of post- 1 967 civil 

rel igion . 

Hadar: . . .  as long as there i s  a.nti-Semit ism in the world we have to have a cotmtry with 

Jev.rish . . .  I was bom here, but 1 don' t  th ink . . .  i t  must be in Israel because i t ' s  holy land . . .  

Wl1at i s  Zion ism? For some people i t  means that the only p lace for Jewish i s  I srael but for 

the real Zionists, l ike Herzl, i t  was . . .  what 1 said that as long as we h ave ant i-Semit ism we 

have to have a place of our own . 

Here Hadar mentions Herzl's conviction that a Jewish state meant safety for the Jewish 

people, without relating  to his bel ief  in the attendant normal isation of  Jewish society, an 

important omission . Tali specifical ly  relates I srael i  nationalism to the Holocaust, an 

unthinkable association in early post-i ndependence I srael which virtual ly ign ored the 

Holocaust, blaming the victims before commemorations were insti tuted in  the 1 950s 

emphasis ing tbe heroism of  those who resisted the Nazi genocide: 

Tali :  I think the main reason . . .  the modern nationalism . . .  in  I srae l  today is coming from the 

motive of the Holocaust. 

I I 
I 
I 
1
1 
I 
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Gal : If Zionism is a sanctuary for Jewish people against anti-Sernism, yes, if Zionism . . .  is  

said to build a country that wi l l  protect the Jewish people, yes, no more . . .  I ' m  not saying 

that this should be an excuse to abuse other people. 

Tamar: I'm a Zionist, I believe . . .  that the Jewish people need a state . . .  If the world was a 

better place we wouldn' t. . .  And I told you that I have a problem with this because it is also 

racism to say this and it 's  leading to other problems. And I am a Zionist, but I don' t  think 

that every Jew that come to I srael have to get immediate citizenship . !  So . . .  other people 

would say that I am not a Zionist. I am a Zionist in a way that J think that we need a state . . .  

because other people recognise Jewish as a nation. Even before the Jewish state people 

said, "OK, you ' re Jewish you ' re outside our society" . . .  therefore we are not part of the 

society and we need our own state. 

Both Tamar and Gal use the symbol of the Holocaust to explain their own bel ief in the 

need for a Jewish state and to criticise the Zionist assumption that Israel belongs to the 

Jewish people as of right . Boaz talks of a different failure of Zionism: 

Boaz: . . .  after the Holocaust you can' t  say that Zionism has any kind of winning because it 

lost . . .  when the Holocaust took place it  meant that Zionism or at least most of the potential 

of Z ionism died . . .  But in a way l ike we have a national home now . . .  where you don't .  . . need 

to be rel ig ious i n  order to be a Jew . . .  and that's vety importa nt. . .  

D:  OK, are you a Zionist? 

B :  I don ' t  know. It 's  a difficult one to answer. J don' t  know, I was bom here . . .  I 'm an 

Israel i  . . .  I didn ' t  have to have any k ind of ideology i n  order to come here . . .  this is my 

counhy, this is my citizenship, I didn't have any kind of choice in the matter so . . .  i t 's  

difficult  for me to say. B ut .  . .  I do think that I am a Zionist in the way that I think . . .  that 

Jewish people needed to have their own self-determination in order to survive . 

It is important to note that the premising of Zionism in the suffering of the Jewish 

people in D iaspora is not necessarily consistent with classical Zionist c laims to a 

relationship between Eretz and Am and in fact, through elision, borders on a rejection of 
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claims to the m utual dependence of each i n  the renaissance of the Jewish people .  Here 

Meretz activists are not  mak ing strong claims to the right of the Jewish people  to Eretz 

Yisrael, a stance no doubt infl uenced by the excessive relation of the two i n  settler 

ideology. The radical Kookist re interpretation of classical political Zionism and the 

assumption of the traditional Zionist pioneering identity by the national-rel igious speak to 

the fragmentation and l ack of uti l i ty of Zionism as an organising concept in i dentity 

poli tics .  Zionism now exists as a polemical tool,  a descriptor for a h ighly individuated 

secul ar Israeli  national ism and as the mask ing discourse for a colonial settlement 

program m e .  Th is understanding puts surveys demonstrating a virtual uni versal ity of Zion ist 

identification into perspective. 

Zionism as Nation-B u i l ding 

D i fferen t  tenets of Zionist ideology do survive m an altered form despite wide 

differences of interpretat ion . One particularly strong u nderstanding is  that Israel is a work 

in progress requiring the personal effort of the indivi dual to bring about i ts realisation and 

ensure its safety as a Jewish country. 

Rache l i :  I consider myse l f  as a Zionist in my terms . . . I th ink Zionism it' s the idea of l iv ing 

here first of a l l .  Ifs  the understanding that you want to l i ve here. And part of that is  wanting 

to make a contribut ion to help this cou n try to be bui l t .  And I th ink my pol i ti.cal i n volvement 

i t  is a Zionist action. And if Zion ism i s  to th ink that we have the first claim to this p iece of 

land then, no, I don ' t  think so. I think that we have equal claims o f  this piece of land. And i f  

Zionism i s  t o  th ink tln1t i f  we [settle?] the West Bank w e  have t o  d o  i t ,  or i n  Gaza, so I 

think . . .  most of the right people won ' t  define me as Zionist wbich I think is insul t ing, i t ' s  

the same thing l i ke i tel l ing  m e  bow Jewish I a m .  B u t  I ' m  not consider mysel f a s  a 

postzionist, I ' m  not, because postzionists think that Zionism has nothing to do with the new 

age, and I don' t  believe so. I think that the Zionist revolution was a very important one. I t  

made a lot o f  good th ings to the Jewish people. 

Rachel i 's interview excerpt demonstrates a number of key ideas held by many Meretz 

acti vists; that the right wing are seeking to deny both the Jewishness and Zionism of the 
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left, that Zionism does not entai l  mi litant national ism or ignoring the suffering of the 

Palestinians, that political involvement constihttes a Zionist act, and that the institution of a 

Jew ish state was a positive development . Amit agrees that polit ical and social work is the 

modem Zionism and relates to Labour-Zionist hitnachliut as a dead-letter: 

Amit :  And you remember this debate about whether we have the right about Israel . So all 

we said, we have the r ight about Israel because the UN gave it  to us they said . . .  "you 

deserve this" .  So we have to prove we deserve this  . . .  Proving being !moral and ethical, 

we're very poor in this  . . .  we have fai led the dream upon which I was raised. It's a very 

rooted feel ing inside my l srael i ty maybe, more than my Juda ism . I was raised . . .  on the 

ideas of my mother and father who were born in I srael,  who were into the dream.  My 

mother, I ' l l  always remember i n  Passover we were asking her what do you want to have 

when you found the afikoman, you know the thing, and she said, "Well the free state with 

our own flag and", urgh ! . . .  

D :  D o  you think that there's  sti l l  that vision o f  an idealised Hebrew man? 

A: Today i t's not someone who goes to the k ibbutz and works ins ide the k ibbutz, or goes 

and works the land, but those who works the people . . .  if someone goes to Noar Meretz and 

decides to do a service year and goes to, to Beersheva and works with the kids in the 

Meretz Youth in Beersheva and then also goes outside and helps in the neighbourhoods in 

Beersheva, he's the ' New Hebrew' because he is the one who is not thinking about h imself 

but thinking about others, helping others, educating others, working for others . And I don' t  

think working the land today i s  the ideal. 

Michael : I guess I am a Zionist in my own way . Nobody can define Zionism, that 's a cliche 

that is very well known but my Zionism is . . .  being pol itically active that 's  al l .  . .  it's j ust 

doing what you believe in the best . . .  for Zion, or for the country, or for society, or for you 

in the end.  

D: Do you feel that the existence of I srael . . .  is vital for the Jewish people? 

M: Yeah, definitely . . .  i t  is the shelter, i t  i s  important . . .  i t 's k ind of a protector of Jewish, of 

Jews all over the world in  a sense . . .  I srael is a nice exper iment . . .  in  t he sense -that i t  is 
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trying . . .  to take a mi l l ion di fferent . . .  cultures from around the world and try to combine 

them i n to one big pot . 

W here Michael holds to the impossibility of defining Zionism and the individuated 

nature of i dentification thereto, Avi has no such doubts describing his own Zionism 

e>..'J)l icit ly as a mode o f  Israeli nationalism. He believes fmn ly in the right of the Jewish 

people to I s rael : 

D:  Are you a Zionist? 

Avi : Yeah, I ' m one of the truly last Zion ists . . .  my grandfather . . .  I feel most connected to 

him, l ike his  ideology . . .  l have roots in the left that I really am proud of them . . .  I see mysel f 

as a true Zionist-Israel i .  I served i n  the anny, 1 bel ieve in this country and that ' s  all .  

D: . . .  what is  it to be a Zionist? 

A: I t ' s  bel ieving . . .  to be aware of this miracle of the birth of Israel . . .  that the Jew came to 

I srael after 2000 years he came back again . . . .  Zion ism today is  not just to settle in the 

country. . .  to build new settlements, to protect security and all that, it's dealing with 

education.  Today to be a Zionist is  to be an Israeli patriot, this is  Zionism today . . .  we don ' t  

have t o  bel ieve in the Zionism of com i ng to l ive in  Israel and t o  settle i n  the country. We 

have to develop the country. 

D :  What ' s  the basis of J ewish claims to Israel? Do you thi nk it' s a Bibl ical claim,  a 

h istorical claim . . .  to be able to settle here again? 

A:  l t ' s  a beautiful question because it ' s  a part of all . . .  the h istorical reasons, the religious 

reasons . . .  al l the rel igious people . . .  they always ask in the political propaganda "Why are 

we here, why are we here? Because we are Jewish" . . .  th is is unbelievable that after 1 800 

years we wanted to cbme to I srael . So I th.in k  i t 's  a combination of all the historical reasons 

and the religi ous. 

In the fol lowing passage Idan talks of his pride in  the achievements of secular Zion.i sm 

whi le definin g his own Zionist i dentity in relation to the army - a concept we wi l l  return to 

below in posit ing the anny as one of the last surviving vestiges of Zionist col lect ivism and 
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solidarity.  I lan agrees whi le  Ophir  rejects this assessment in relating h is  own confusion as 

to whether he is a Zionist or not: 

I dan: The men that came here saw that, that culture of 2000 years as something bad because 

we just . . .  waited for the Messiah . . .  2000 years we waited. The Zionists, thought that th is is 

not true, i t's not .  They left al l  this culture behind them and came here and built  this country 

in the spirit of the West, of the l iberal emancipation . . .  After 2000 years of religious Jew the 

country was built on non-re ligious culture and that is what I 'm proud of . .  But  most of the 

people who got out from East Europe went to America. I think all the second aliyah were 

leaders of the new culture. The first aliyah wasn' t  because they were partly Orthodox and . . .  

they worked but they also took the Arabs t o  work for them . And from that you can ' t  create 

a new people there, you can ' t  create a new cul ture . . .  if you come here and you have the 

money but you don' t  have to work for you . . .  

D :  Whafs Zionism? 

I :  I think you love the country. You care about whaf s happening here. In two weeks abroad 

you have to watch CNN to see what ' s  going on here, to phone and ask what is going on in 

the coWltry. I don' t  think that people from the States when they yjs i t  Europe they have to 

know whafs happening in the U .S .  To be in the army . . .  it's part of the Z ionism 

I lan:  I am a patriot. They call  i t  Zionism but I am a patriot .  . .  Israeli patriotism is Zionism . . .  

For m e  to l ive here i s  Zionism, to defend m y  country. That includes defending her from 

enemies between us [means within the Jewish people] . 

Ophir :  Yeah, it's [mil itarist ethic] too strong. Jt started with Tnm1peldor, "Tvv Lamut ve 'ad 

A rtzeinu" [ 'I t 's good to die for our cmmtry', pmportedly Tnunpeldor's last words] . . . I don 't  

thi nk its good to die for your country . . .  country's not worth it .  And, of course, i t 's  not worth 

to k i l l  for your country . . .  I think the image of the pioneer disappeared . . .  the image we 

studied in h istory books of AD. Gordon, for example, who can1e here and said that the 

work should be the essence of the . . .  people .  

D: A vodah Evrit wasn ' t  i t ,  the concept? 
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0: Yeah ,  yeah, people don ' t  see it l i ke th is anymore . People see work as a means of 

acquiring more and more money . . .  

D :  Are you a Z ionist? 

0: You know that ' s  a question I 've been asking people for a few months now, what the 

fuck is Zionism? . . .  because if you ask me what Zionis m  is I' l l  tell you i t 's  a movement 

from a h un dred years ago, maybe a very positive m ovement, that brought . . .  Europe t o  

recogn ise that the Jewish people are a nation and they should have a national home. . .  i n  

I srael . . .  But  today, what is Zionism, I real ly  don't know. So I don't know i f  t o  t e l l  you that 

I ' m a Zionist .  

Zion ist  Sym bols 

Israel h a s  n o t  completed t h e  process by which symbols, myths, a n d  a code o f  

values are consol idated i n to a coherent ethos consistent with political, social, and 

economic patterns of behavior ( Arye Cannon cited i n  Sprinzak & D i amond 

1 993 :295) .  

I n  the  New Yishuv and e arly state period Zionism was faced with the  problem o f  

h aving t o  create a new symbolic fie ld t o  support its e fforts a t  cultural production and 

refonnation . It came to rel y  heavi ly on t he use of symbol s  closely associated with the 

religious tradition including the Magen David (which is  also evocative of the pre-Diasporic 

k ingdoms o f  antiquity), the menorah, the use of secul arised Biblical phrases and words to 

describe the Zionist project, the use of fire and candles ( though torches and fire-signs were 

also an important aspect of nationalist cults in Europe), Eretz Yisrae/ as both a val ue and 

symbol, etc. 

I asked intervieJees whether t11e national flag - the Magen David imposed on a tal/it 

and national anthem Hatikva ('The Hope') should be kept or changed to al low Israel i-Arabs 

to feel  some connection to the state's sym bo l ic field.  This question was designed to provoke 

more of a '!:,rtlt reaction' as emblems of nationhood and independence are symbolic o f  

n ational and, b y  association, personal freedom and cul tural pride. Most interviewees agreed 

that some change needed to take place but bel ieved that this would not happen in the near 

future, with some expressing m isgivings related to their support for the Jewish character of 
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the state and personal attachment to the flag and Hatikva. 

Yuval :  . . .  they should be changed. Changed, is a matter of not erasing but . . .  

D :  I t  should be expanded do you think? 

Y: Yeah .  

Naaman:  There should be  an expansiOn m national symbols to i ncorporate Israel' s  

m inorit ies .  

D :  Should Israel keep the Zionist flag, the national anthem and other symbols  or should 

they be changed to be more inclusive of. . .  I sraeli-Arabs? 

Ehud: O n  o ne hand I would say defi ni te ly .  All the things you just mentioned don't take i nto 

consideration the Arabs . . .  On the other hand, I think we are in such a fragi le state that doing 

it at the moment is not the best thing to do . . .  And I tried to pictw·e in my head when would 

be the best time to do it. Definitely after we are not sti l l  at war with our neighbours . . .  and 

even the right wing people would tTeat minorities as part of the society which, at the 

moment, we don ' t  . . .  as long as the whole society don't see . . .  the Israeli-Arabs a s  part of 

the society there's  no place for it. I t  wi l l  just leading to . . .  much more disputes. 

I did get the feeling with some responses that the cal l for a delay in implementation of 

symbolic change had more to do with an U11expressed disagreement with symbolic 

reorgan isat ion, given the rather loaded nature of the quest ion . Regardless, most respondents 

didn't view the issue as one of pressing importance i n  l ight of the problems facing society . 

Ophir :  Yeah, they should be changed . . .  I t  wil l  take . . .  very much time. 

Yossi joins other activists in proposing an expansion of the state symbolic field rather 

than the scrapping of tl1ose symbols used at present out of a feel ing of deep personal 

attachment. A general concern with maintaining tl1e Jewish character of tl1e state 

symbolically comes across here and i n  fol lowing excerpts : 
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Yossi : Maybe they should be kept . . .  as a memorial but they . . .  should be changed to the 

values of j ustice . . .  and equiva lency and peace and all that, something that the Arabs cou l d  

identify also. The flag . . .  i t 's  difficult because I was born into i t . . .  I f l would  have been born 

to something e lse I would have been used to something else. So I ' m  not sure if it woul d  be 

someth ing very, very bad to change it, but maybe . . .  some solution l ike two flags . . .  there 

m i ght be a sol ution to change i t  but there has to be something Jewish-Israel i  in the flag. 

Danny: Yeah . Un fortunately I have to say no. They have to . . .  stay . . .  i t's part of the Jewish 

ident i ty of the state . I am pro giving cul tural autonomy . . .  to Israeli-Arabs 

B oaz: . . . they should be changed but they can sti l l  symbolise the fact that this is a Jewish 

state. There 's  a very clear djvision between having an anthem that . . .  totally . . .  leaves tl1em 

[ Arabs] out.  They can ' t  real ly sing it, they c an't  i dentify with it and . . .  that ' s  a problem . 

However, you can have a flag that has a . . .  Star of David o n  i t .  I don ' t  think that ' s  a b ig 

problem . . .  waving the tlag is not l ike singing an anthem that you don't recognise. And so I 

th ink . . .  i t ' s  a problem of aesthetics and . . .  it's a problematic area because someone m i gh t  

have a different taste than 1 and say h k e  "Oh, you know, t h e  fl a g  a s  well . . .  i s  not good" . 

D :  Do you think that there's  any possib i l i ty of these things happening soon? 

B :  Hell  no. 

Moshe: I th ink tl1at the symbols shou ld stay. Maybe in  the . . .  the far future after al l our 

problems, or at least . . .  Al l  the current problems will  be solved . . .  it may become a debate 

but it is not an issue right now and I see no reason why it should be changed . 

A vi : No change, onJy ibecause of the tradition . . .  I know that .  . .  the national anthem does not 

talk to the Arabs . . .  because it 's part of the tradition I think that we don 't have to change it .  

D :  OK. Should Israel retain the Zionist flag, the nat ional anthem and other. . .  Jewish 

symbols? 

Hadar: Yes, e ven though i t  doesn ' t  mean anything . . .  i t  makes me cry when I see the flag. 

B u t  everyone e lse do i t  in the world and, l ike I said, we are a smal l  tribe we real ly  need 
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something . . .  We should change . . .  the national song because . . .  Arabs here they can' t  sing 

the song because it only speak about Jewish people. But the flag, it 's OK. 

Amir raises an interesting point in proposing semantic rather than outright symbolic 

change. He r ightly postulates that without their representative aspect symbols  are devoid of 

meanmg: 

D: . . .  symbols or should they be changed to be more inclusive of the Arab population and 

other minorities? 

Amir :  No, because . . .  it wi l l  never happen, second of all . . .  i t  would have no meamng 

because today the flag has a meaning . . .  If they' ll put a yellow flag it  wouldn' t  mean 

anything to the people . . .  in  I srael .  As an I srael i  I know my flag, I k11ow my national 

anthem and Arabs know my national anthem too even if it's not theirs . . .  1 th ink you should 

actually change . . .  the way of thought in Israel not the flag. 

Gal was the only one of my research participants to talk of actual ly feeling uneasy with 

the ctment symbolic fie ld, as opposed to merely recognis ing that changes need to take 

place: 

Gal :  Something l ike two years . . .  [now] I don ' t  sing the national . . .  anthem . . .  I cannot 

ident ify and feel sympathy with some of the lines. The flag . . .  I would not say that I despise 

it but I do not fee l  any proud, wel l  i t ' s  a flag . . .  i t 's a symbol, that ' s  it .  

N egation of the Galut 

[There is] a deep and principled difference between Jewish l i fe in the l srael and 

t he D iaspora (Ben Gm-ion cited in Liebman & Don-Yehiya 1 983 : 88). 

Myron Aronoff (Sprinzak & Diamond 1 993 : 56) descnbes the "eschatalogical not ion" 

of exi le and redemption as the core myth of Zionism, providing the prism through which 

the world order was to be conceived and setting the scene for the development of 

mechanisms of social action. For Palestinian emigration and settlement to be viewed by 
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Jews as being not merely a j ust response to persecution but a necessity impe lled by the 

attenuated and debased state of Diasporic Jewish cul ture, a radical d ifferentiat ion had to be 

made between the weak, subservient Galut Jew and the proud, independent 'new Hebrew' in 

control of their own destiny - a j u x taposi tion that carried more than a h i nt of traditional 

anti-Semitic i magery. Anmon Rubinstein (Liebman & Don-Yehiya 1. 983 : 96) describes the 

classical Zionist vision of the new Hebrew forged by the renewal of the relationship 

between Am and Eretz; "He is a Hebrew and not a Jew and he is destined to bring an end to 

the h umil iation of his parents. A ll that the Jews lack is in him: strength, health, physical 

labor. .. rootedness" . 

The mythologisation of the new native-born generation o f  sabras, shedding the cultural 

and spiritual detritus of 2000 years of subservience, bolstered statism by association and 

provided support to the new state's integrative mechanisms which were designed to divest 

new immigrants of th is  exi l ic cul tural baggage in an effort that was more successful at 

den i grat ion and deprivation than h omogenisat ion.  Kimmerling ( 1 989:250) exposes the 

i nternal contradiction inherent in the rel iance of the young state on the support of a thriving 

Jewish Diaspora, particularly in  A merica which was a far more popular destination for pre 

and post-World War Two Jewish emigration from Europe. G i ven that Israelis were the 

most at risk Jewish community in  the world, the vision of I s rael as a Jewish l i feboat, 

though sti l l  popular in I srael today, could not but ring hol low in much of the Diaspora, 

despite their overwhelming suppot1 for the Jewish state. 

The absol ute negation of the Galut did not s urvive these contradict ions as more than a 

general I srael i  prej udice and as a fee l ing of superiority over Jews who fai l  to join them in 

the nation-building enterprise. A more positive relationship to the Galut began to develop 

with the valorisation of the religious tradition as a treasure house of e lements affrrming 

Jewish unity and confraternity in the post- 1. 967 c ivil  rel igion. Liebman ( l 983 : 1 3 2) explains 

that th is  new civi l rel igion, "accords respect to Diaspora Jewry and it recognizes the past 

and present Diaspora as intimately connected to, and interre lated with, the Jewish state, yet 

possessed of a legitimate authority " .  This is certainly true but thi s  more positive attitude is 

wJdermined somewhat by the image of the Jews as "a nation that dwells alone" propagated 

by the same civi l rel igion, a vision that leads many I sraelis to see the Diaspora as inherently 

doomed by the eternal enmity of the world .  Nonetheless the more open att itude to Galut 
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Jewry, and the 'Americanisation' of Israel, make the stated intent of PM Sharon and the 

Jewish Agency to work towards the immigration of one mi l lion 'Western' Jews within the 

next ten years seem more than a l ittle ridiculous. 

Attitudes to the D iaspora are actually  quite d ifferent depending on the country from 

which immigration, or non-immif,'Tation, eventuates. S ignificant racism exists with some 

believing that Jews (and non-Jews) from Western countries are insane for wanting to l ive i n  

I srael, whi le  East European, Ethiop ian, and other imm igrant communit ies are treated as 

economic refugees, spongers off the state, and as questionable Jews. This exists alongside a 

surprising amount of prejud ice against past and present Diasporic JeWiy which emerges i n  

the responses of Meretz activists t o  questions o n  the i ssue. I n  the first  excerpt we see 

traditional anti-Semit ic imagery being brought up in the description of Jewish influences on 

Israel i  behaviour, while the second proposes a Jewish cultural degenerat ion in the cenhrries 

before Zionism :  

Hadar: Yes, i t ' s  different times because when Herzl was it  was the Galut, the only p lace 

was not in I srael and the Jewish people were a lot different [than] today. They were l ike  

s laves in a way, they couldn ' t  go  l ike this. I t's an amazing thing I heard that in Israel every 

I sraeli cit izen thinks how . . .  I ' l l  not be a sucker, how can 1 take more from the government. 

I t's l ike in the Galut. The Galut, it wasn ' t  their country, they didn't fee l  l ike they are 

equal ity so they always thought how to get from the Tsar or from the Icing . . .  I don' t  want to 

be ashamed of being Jewish . I don ' t  want to be l ike the ones in the Go/ut. 

Idan: I 'm  not proud that I look at tl1e Jews in the last 500 years before tl1e Zionists. I don ' t  

proud o f  what they were l ike  . . .  The Gal u t  was very long, but the part that that I an1 talking 

about is when we were in East Europe and that we're doing exact ly what the rabbis said 

without thinking at alL The rabbi was the leader, he was the Gaon ['genius'] and he knew 

what God wanted. 

D :  The arisal of Hasidism? 

I :  Yeah, yeah, and that i s  the horribi l ist t ime of Jewish culture . . .  

D :  There was always a lot o f  interpretation and debate i n  Halakha wasn ' t  there? 

I :  Yeah, yeah, yeah there was, but now the Orthodox expects only one answer, and that we 
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fol low and i t 's  very wrong . . .  I think it is very diffi cult  . . .  to think that you are a Jew, to be a 

Jew not i n  I srael . 

D :  . . .  what ' s  the d i fference between being a Jew i n  the D iaspora and being a J ew i n  Israel? 

Amnon: You are l iving i n  a nonnal nation and you have also the benefits and the problems 

of a normal nation . And the Jews in the D iaspora, I don ' t  know generally what are they 

waiting [for], what do they want . . .  they should come here. Of course they have the right to 

l i ve where they want to . . .  it's l ike they are waiting, if e verything is good they are asking 

" What"? I f  something is wrong . . .  they count on i.t tha t  they can nm away to here . Generally 

I don ' t  l ike i t  much, but o f  course i t  is  their right. 

Galut negation theme s  in Amnon's excerpt include the belief that the Diaspora is i l l ­

fated, that J ews shoul d  come to Israel,  and that Jews overseas do not have the same degree 

of personal sovereignty they would possess shouJd they immigrate to the Jewish state. 

Michael takes this furtl1er, expressing his bel ief that l i fe in D iaspora commun ities is tainted 

by memories of the anti-Sernit ic past:  

D:  What about i f  the com munities in the Diaspora were under threat, for example, would 

you feel stronger about that? 

Michael : Wel l ,  I guess I would . . .  in the end I srael was created to be their home or their 

shelter. . . not because they're Jewish by rel igion but because they are Jew, they are part of 

my people . . .  maybe 1 would have more feel ings towards a person who is J ewish , l can ' t  

really tell  . . .  there is  a Jewish experience which is  foreign . . .  1 don't  l ike that experience, 

OK. I wouldn't  like to be l iving in France now as a Jew . . .  or l iving in Poland for example . . .  

the whole foreign Jew nationality, identity . . .  has a Jot o f  negative associations w i th l ike the 

Holocaust or persecution.  

Aviv is  a new immigrant .  Drawn to Israel by his  Zionist bel iefs he feels  that l iving a 

ful l  Jewish l i fe in the Diaspora is impossible. He speaks of an i dentity crisis and the fear of 

assimilation in the community he comes from , a crisis he bel ieves leads to a 'mental 

ghettoisat ion':  
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Aviv: . . .  in the Jewish community in Britain35 people in my generation are l iving through a 

k ind of identity crisis . . .  a good deal of them came back to rel igion in different degrees of. . .  

D :  [ intenupts] Right. Do you think tha t ' s  because rel iE:,rion is the main way to express 

yourself as Jewish in the Diaspora? 

A: Yes . . .  of course you are absolute ly true, the main reason of this phenomena of going 

back to rel igion i s  an identity crisis . . .  i t's not a purely rel igious thing . . .  they didn't wake up 

one day and say "Wow, I saw God" .  No, no, they come back one day, two days, and three 

days and say "OK, that ' s  because I ' m  Jewish but I ' m  like my neighbour, OK I look l ike 

him, I have the same clothes so what makes me so different? What i s  it to be Jewish? . . .  and 

the whole Jewish community in Brita in  is getting more and more rel igious and closer and 

closer. . .  i t's kind of what I call mentally ghetto . . .  why, because they are afraid of 

assimilation . . .  and I have to admit that assimi lation is not a wrong fear . . .  my grandmother 

was the only [one] from our family to marry a Jew . . .  all of her sisters manied Gent i les . . .  in 

one of the cases they did convert to Angl icanism.  So the cousins of my mother are 

Angl icans and I remember that I went to a wedding . . .  in that same part of the family in the 

church, i t  wasn' t  only a civil  wedding b ut a rel igious . . .  Anglican wedding . . . I don't  say 

"OK that ' s  bad", OK, that 's  not for me . . .  I n  my opinion assimilation is a natural process in 

Diaspora. You speak the language l ike everyone else and Britain is a very strong 

ass imi lative country, OK, that's very strong . . .  I knew that for me being Jewish was so 

imp01iant that I could never assim ilate . . .  even if I said to me "OK, being Jew is too 

complicate, now I 'm not a Jew" . . . .  Some young man that in tbe age of 20, 22 tried to 

convert to Judaism and to have brit mila . . .  at that age . . .  That 's  to show you the depths of 

the identity crisis they went through. . .  Mental ghettoisat ion. We wi l l  see the world l ike 

this . . .  you have the Jews, us, and the rest of the world. The rest of the world mainly is 

enemies . . .  I really hate it. . . on the other hand I had to admit in spite of my left wing 

orientation that I was a part of i t  because I was really . . . obsessed about I srael . . . I thought 

that it was crazy because being a Jew in the Diaspora . . .  made me an obsessive person and a 

narrow-minded person . . . So, in a few words the reason of my being here i s  that I want . . .  to 

reconcile to be also a Jew and also a human being. 

3 5  Country and other details changed to protect identity. 
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Moshe discusses the different att itude of Israel is  to i mmigrants from Russia and the 

United States and relates his own conviction that a full national l i fe is only possible for 

Jews in I srael� without condemning those who choose to remain in other countries:  

Moshe: If we ' re talk ing about Jews who come from Russia then . . .  they treat them the same 

way that they treat the Galut. . .  always . . .  and also you can say that they are coming here just 

to benefit th ings and they are not rea l l y  super Zionists l ike we are and therefore they 

deserve all the bad attitude which we can give them . 

D :  Do you think there's a different orientation towards the Americans? 

M :  Defini te ly, because many people here would have l iked to J i ve in the States and make 

lots of money l ike everybody is making there. And so it depends, you hate the poor and you 

love the rich. 

D: Do you think that people sti l l  think . . .  that the only tn1e form of J ewish existence thou gh 

is l iv ing in Israel and wanting to build the state? 

M :  . . .  there is a minority who thinks that this is the aspect. I believe that for having a ful l  

national Jewish identity you shouJd l ive i n  I srael, but . . .  s ince I see always the person who 

is in the middle of th ings then l say that it is for the person for building his own identity and 

not for bui lding the country for the heroism of the Jewish c ulture or nation. 

Whi le Meretz activists tend to relate to Jewish tradition in bui l ding their own 

understandin gs of Jewish identity, this positive evaluation of tradition does not rel ate 

closely to opinions on Diaspora Jewry which are sti l l  characterised by a surpnsmg 

animosity, testament both to Zionist rejectionism and the influence of an increasingly 

particularistic civil rel igion.  

The A rmy 

Not by the hands of an angel, and not by the hand of a seraph . . .  but by the hands 

of the IDF [were we saved ] (from Aharon Megged's Haggadah cited in Liebman 

& Don- Yehiya 1983 : I 1 6). 
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The I DF is the most successful insti tutional elaboration of the Zionist movement . I t  is 

st i l l  considered by most Israelis to be the leading symbol of Jewish national independence 

and as an indispensable  tool for immigrant socialisation and the amelioration of social 

cleavages in shared service to the state. Its leaders are stil l  guaranteed careers post- IDF, as 

the e lite of the pol i t ical-mil itary-business complex shifts effortlessly between m i litary, 

commercial and political leadership positions. This  phenomenon is less true for Meretz in 

which the ol igarchic leadership is a hangover from the Mapai left, tl1e k ibbutz movement, 

and the first generation of peace activists. Nonetheless, Meretz' mnnber two, Ran Cohen, 

was a l ieutenant-colonel in the art i l le1y and MK Abu Vi lan was a conunander i n  the e lite 

Sayeret Matkal unit. A number of pol i tical leaders have emerged from this u nit includ ing 

Ehud Barak and the current IDF commander-in-chief 'Boogie' Ya'alon. Ya'alon 's  is very 

much a pol itical posit ion given the media profile of the IDF commander and the fact that 

the previous incumbent immediately became Defence Minister. This is a good example of 

how the system works .  Such is the prestige of ex-generals in I srael i  society that they are 

indispensable to political debates, with each side trotting out their generals to support their 

security arguments (Garfinkle 1 997 : 1 1 1 ) . Below, Tali talks of having to nominate generals 

on forming a Meretz-associated NGO: 

Tali :  To make a board which wil l  be official . . .  I can put the names . . .  I put some generals . . .  

that ' s  one o f  the good thing I think of the Israeli society . . .  the good and the bad thing for 

sure; the army . . .  i s  involved because the army was helping to create this country . . .  and to 

keep it survive and the fact that . . .  I think this is the only army in the world that most of 

their generals are lefty people . . .  I don 't  see . . .  a lot of annies that they care for peace like . . .  

our anny . . .  

D :  So do you feel quite proud of the anny? 

T: Yeah, I have a lot of criticisms for sme . . .  but in a way I'm really proud . . .  I t's very proud 

to talk about the army and that I 'm . . .  sometimes very proud of what my army do and I think 

that the fact  that I have an anny that [ I ]  can depend on it could be very, very good. 
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Here Tali al lu des to the code of taharal neshek ('purity of arms') which is sti l l  seen by 

many Israel is as characterising the operat ion of their army (Garfinkle 1 997 : 1 1 5) .  Garfinkle 

( 1 997 : 1 1 3 - 1 1 4) points out  t hat the com mon mi l itary experience of most Israel i  Jews leads 

to a general acceptance of both govemmen t  secrecy ;md the attenuation and violation of 

h uman rights . The anny is seen as an important socialising mechanism and extreme efforts 

are Wldertaken to inculcate recruits with t11e values of the civi l religion - particularly 

elements of tl1e religious tradition - as a tmi fying force to build comm itment and Jewish 

sol idarity. These labours incl ude the army chaplaincy' s  'Awakening Campaign'. This 

incl udes ceremonies where tToops use elements of  tbe Orthodox religious l iturgy, songs and 

symbols to learn more about Jewish tradition (Liebman & Don-Yehiya 1 983 : 1 77 - 1 80). 

Idan and B oaz criticise the obsession of Israeli society wiili the leadership of generals.  

Boaz also relates to the growing interference of parents in ensuring their chi ldren are not 

m istreated in the army, a development amel iorated by tl1e near universality of  cell phones:  

Idan :  . . .  generals . . .  were in  the army for a long period and they think mi l i tarily. And they 

don' t  iliink about hwnan rights, they don' t  think about Israeli culture, they don ' t  think 

about the com munity . . .  but because of what we've gone through all these years we didn ' t  

h ave a country I think that o u r  confidence i .s  very l ow a n d  when w e  put o urselves in the 

h ands of a general we feel very much safe . . .  I think the power of the generals  will  go down 

but it wil l  take a very long time to do so . . .  the anny should not be destroyed . . .  We have to 

be the strongest anny. 

Boaz: Yea h .  That ' s  one of the good things that happened. Like people here are complaining 

about how much influence the parents have now over . . .  the army . . .  we had a discussion in 

a family dinner l ike half a year ago and . . .  my grandmo ther said . . .  to my mother, "We 

would never dare to interfere in anything and you would" . And my mother said that "Yeah, 

because I was in  the army .  I know what goes on there. I know it ' s  a pile of crap. And you 

know you had this kind of respect, you came from Poland after the war and you were so 

proud to have your own army [ laughs] so . . .  you were not really critical about i t " .  But 

cri ticism is a good thing and if the army has to check itself i t 's  a good thing and i f  iliose 

generals feel  that they have no moral support from the public and . . .  they're very worried 
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about i t  that' s a good thing. They shouldn't feel l ike they have moral support because they 

shouldn't  have. The army is a bad thing, it should be looked upon as a necessary evil and 

not as l ike a good cause . . .  even Ehud Barak . . .  in h is campaign showed h imself l ike wearing 

uniforms and he was such a hero and everything . . .  but .  . .  1 don' t  l ike heroes and even less 1 

like heroes that .  . .  brag about [ laughs] . . .  the fact that they were heroes. 

D: I mean, you saw those big posters with him getting the hostages off the plane .  

B :  I was l ike "Oh God, give me a break" .  A Prime Minister does not need to be a hero he 

needs to be more sensi t ive to, to social issues. 

D:  Do you see an end to conscription in sight? [pause] Do you think it would be a good 

thing? 

B: No, because there 's  something about everybody has to do the same thing which is a 

value in itself. . .  ifs  important. 

The domination of h igh ranks by men has a major impact on women who, while they 

serve, do not partic ipate in the 'old boys' networks that are an integral feature of Israel i 

society and are vital to career advancement :  

Tamar: A lo t  of people that getting out of  the anny have this certain way of  organising and 

everyone think that this is the right way. Women do things a l i tt le b i t  different, although a 

lot of  women are doing things as men are doing in the army. And . . .  there' s  the anny 

culture of men sitting together scratching their bal ls . . .  And they have scratching balls talks 

and, even inside Meretz it was so easy for men to sti l l  do it  because they're used to i t .  

Boaz: . . .  [people think] the army is something very good and very important and if  you 

were in a high rank in  the army then you have already proved that you are a great person . . .  

to do anything.  And you can do anything because you were an officer. . .  people wi l l  say like 

"No, he served his years, he was a soldier he made his sacrifice.  And they feel . . .  they 

should compensate you and women don ' t  have that. And women don' t  have this network of 

connection that like "Oh, you were there, I remember, J served in this uni t" . . . .  the 

connections that are fanned between men in the army helps them later. And i t 's true even 
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for me . . .  Women tend to be in the army, serve like as a clerk or just . . .  making coffee and 

that doesn't really form any connections. 

Below, Yarou explains the psychological importance of the military to Israelis. He also 

argues that it is impossible for a civil society to develop soon in a state characterised by 

excessive militarism, a point Raz agrees with: 

D: Right, do you tbink a civil society could develop in society any time soon? 

Yaron: Not soon. The military is just too much of an important aspect of young people's 

lives here. It j ust models too much of who you are . . .  You have to remember that you had 

the Holocaust and then you had the country surrounded and I think in IsraeJ it's called the 

Massada syndrome . . .  and the Massada syndrome is very, very strong in Israel. I definitely 

think it's weakening. .. if we'll go into Biblical parables again, it's called the 'desert 

generation' in the Bible, there were people who had to die between Egypt and Israel 

because tbey said that the people who went out of slavery weren't ready to bring up the 

new nation . . .  people who experienced '73 sti11 have . . .  I think a very deep inward trawna of 

being thrown back to the sea 

Raz: Israelis continue to . . .  have an apotheosis of the military and . . .  the threat of 

annihilation. And I think if we gave the military as a mechanism and the military ideology 

less importance, less urgency, then perhaps things would change. 

The army has a profound impact on the development of prejudices towards the 

Palestinians, and Arabs in general, placing young people, directly out of school, in 

situations of great personal danger and giving them authority over a subject population. 

Most soldiers tend to move to the right politically during their service which leaves them 

"thinking green", as one friend puts it Benny agrees: 

BemlY: I was . . .  a brainwashed soldier .. .  l believed then in peace and everything, but wbeu 

you are in the army you are brainwashed. 
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Nonetheless, many Meretz activists see army service as an important experience and as 

vital to the protection of the country. Here we see the continuing influence of the Zionist 

collectivist ethos, which is still strongly supported by Meretz through the party's 

condemnation of conscientious objection as a form of protest against the current war 

(November 2003) - though many Meretz activists and supporters are objectors. h1 the 

passages below we see elements of what I wiJl caJJ a 'classical' Zionist orientation to 

military service: 

Aviv: it was really hard basic training . . .  I understood what is it to be an Israeli . . .  the army 

for me was . . .  really was one of the most impressive experiences in my life. 

D: OK, what was specifically Israeli about your upbringing then? 

Gilad: What was Israeli? I think all of the serving your country . . .  like you have to 

contribute something for your army. I think the thing that shows it most is that once I was 

1 8  it was pretty obvious for me that I was going to go into the army but.. .  I thought for a 

period . . .  maybe I will do something with my life . . .  being a basketball player or studying. 

Although it was always in the back of my head that the army's going to cut it off ...  I 

remember doing a discussion with my sister when I was about 1 7  about it. . I knew I was 

going to join the army but I wasn't quite sure . . . I think that I had to fully accept it inside 

and we had this discussion about everything and I remember. . .  it was quite emotional. At 

the end I really quite accepted that I'm going to go to the army, that Ii.n going to be in a 

fighting unit. I think that this is the main thing about being Jewish that you have to do some 

tl1ings for your cmmtry, that you have to defend it 

D: Do you think that this is an Israeli thing rather than a Jewish thing? 

G: Yeah, sorry, I think it's  an Israeli thing, not exactly Jewish. 

D: Do you think that conscription is going to end at some stage? 

G: Yeah, I don't think it exists now actually and it's going to end in a way. I think it is and 

I think then the Israeli people are going to have to find some . . .  other kind of common 

ground. This is going to be a big problem . . .  it's quite a shock when you go out and you see 

people who think, "I'm not going to go to the anny. I don't care about the country". It is 

quite a shock so . . .  I won't be surprised if ifs going to . . .  from my point of view. 
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deteriorate, that people will say "We don't care, we won't go to the army, let other people 

take it" . 

Avi: I really think that we should not disparage . . .  anyone of our leader, and r m  talking 

about Barak, because Barak . . .  is a really true hero .. .  he is involved in every . . .  security 

occasion of Israel from the middle sixties. And I am saying also about Ariel Sharon . . .  Arik 

Sharon is very controversial, he cannot be the leader of the country because of the '80s and 

the Lebanon war, but before the Lebanon War he did a great deal of things . . .  He is a truly 

Israeli hero. He fought in '56 . . . he conquered the Suez Canal in '73, you know. He did great 

things for IsraeL So not disparaging, to respect. 

The classical Zionist orientation was common in answers to questions on the army, but 

a majority of Meretz activists took an approach to the IDF that stretched from extreme 

criticism to an outright refusal to serve. It is unlikely that interviewees would have felt as 

comfortable talking about issues related to conscientious objection had I been an Israeli 

researcher. On a couple of occasions I actually found myself acting as a counsellor for Noar 

who were tom about their imminent induction into the army, and shared with them my own 

ideas on the importance of objection, or avoidance of service, as a legitimate and ethical 

alternative. 

Amir: It's reaUy important for my parents that I go to the army because my father even 

though he wasn't a Zionist he came over, got married and he said, "OK . . .  I 'm obligated, 

now I have to go to the army" . . .  it started . . .  as a national obligation . . .  for me anyhow and 

then it became just, it's really important for my family. Which is probably the worst reason 

to join the army, but I still have to consider it because I don't want to hurt their feelings and 

it's really important to them . . .  I mean, my Mum posted the letter I got from the army on the 

fridge as soon as she got it, "My son's going to the army let's  go buy bags, Jet's buy 

shoes" . . .  I felt like . . .  I contributed more to society [with Noar] than if I go to the army 

now . . .  I was raised on all this myth about Jewish warriors . . .  it was interesting as a myth but 

I never took it as . . .  Trumpeldor and stuff like that. You heard of all the story . . .  "it's good 

to die for our country" . . .  It was really interesting but . . .  I never took it as my way of life.  I 
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was always afraid of the army . . .  it's hard for me . . .  to be the next Trumpeldor. . .  to go to the 

army be . . .  the man. That's the way Israel goes . .  . 

D: What's the impact of the army? 

A: Well, the fact that you hear on the radio there's a stonn and people run out on the streets 

and buy gallons of water. OK, that's war going on all the time. The fact that people every 

day hear about someone dying in Lebanon . . .  it became such a . . .  naturaJ part of life that 

people don't. . . .  see it as something different . . .  when friends of mine from� from the US 

come over and see people in uniform and tlley see people on. . .  tile bus walking witb gmlS 

and stuff like that, "Hey what's going on here". Ifs . . .  totally normal for me . . .  Something's 

totally fucked up with this country, peopJe don't see it. . .  someone my age in Chicago will 

be in the middJe of his first semester in college and I'm getting prepared to wear my 

uniform. 

Ran: I think that if I .  . .  went to the army right away, I [would have been a]. .. thoughtless 

soldier. Now . . .  if l'll  be a soldier with my opinion got changed from one side to the other . . .  

on the . . .  peace process issues and human rights and how . . .  the army does things . . .  I'm not 

sure now . . .  if I'll join to the army . . .  and in the beginning of the year I went to the elite .. .  

unit testing . . .  and if l want. . .  I can still goes . . .  to the elite units so now . . .  I even don't know 

if I want to go to the army . . .  I really don't know if I want to go to combat unit. 

D: . . .  Would you feel comfortable going to the West Bank as well? 

R :  No, no, not, not in Yuda and Shomron [Judea and Samaria, the West Bank] . . .  and not in 

Lebanon . . .  I won't feel good. I think that's . . .  something that the army does and I really 

don't. . .  agree witl1 it. . .  there are a11 kinds of options. First of a11 you can go . . . to Profile 2 1 ,  

that will be out from the army.. .  i f  I'll decide that I don't wanna go to the army . . .  I'll 

check the options. 

It should be remembered that those who directly defy the army through conscientious 

objection usua1ly end up in military prison (from March 2004 C.O.s have also been sent to 

civilian jails) and many have been kept in solitary confinement for prolonged periods in an 

effort to break their will .  Amir did enter the army but was released shortly thereafter after a 

torrid time. I lost touch with Ran after he left the Noar. Below, Ophir talks of his own 
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military experience and his recent decision to refuse to do miluim (reserve duty); typically 

one month a year for men but now extended by the second intifada Following this, Roni 

describes how he avoided military service: 

Ophir: Look . . .  we live in a . . .  militaristic society . . .  and )earn to praise the army and the 

heroes of all the wars. 

D: Right, so you learned about T el Hai, and about Massada, and Bar Kochba, and stuff? 

0: Yeah. TI1e Six Day War. Israel has the strongest army in the area and, of course, the 

Entebbe Operation. You know, it made me go to . . .  the best unit I could get to in the army . . .  

the last year i n  the army I had a girlfriend who tried to convince me to quit the army. By the 

way, she convinced me to vote Meretz. . .  it took me a long time. Ifs very hard . . .  to free 

yourself from the nonns, without the education you're brainwashed . . .  you accept everything 

they tell you . . .  now it all seetns bullshit. . .  I didn't object yet but I do intend to object. And 

I'm working on it for a few months . . .  I already wrote the letter to the . . .  Minister of 

Defence, which happens to be the Prime Minister, because he is the one who has the legal 

authority to release people ou grounds of. . .  Conscientious objectiou, according to article 

46A in the Hok Sheroot Bitachon, the law that obliges you to be in the army. So I sent them 

a letter and I should be sent to some kind of committee and if s a long story, and at the end 

of this story I'll probably find myself in j ai l  or something . . .  I 'd rather be in a jail than be in 

a situation r d have to kill someone. 

Roni: . . .  my parents are like so-called Zionists and they got really offended from me not 

going to the army . . .  it was about like a month or two months after Rabin' s death and I went 

there . . .  and I said I want to see, it's ca11ed like the mental health officer. . .  he's al1owed 

dismissing people from the army. And I get there and be was like "Are you that religious" 

[speaks slowly, with slur] l ike I'm a nahal [literally 'shoe', means an idiot]. . .  And I just like 

sit there . . .  and I said everything I thought about Yigal Amir and all his friends inc1uding all 

their homosexual way of being and be . . .  listened to me . . .  for ten minutes . . .  be was . . .  

silent . . .  I threw it all in his face and then I took a form, sigued, go [laughs]. . .  I really, 

really, really, really offended him . . .  and I liked it [laughs]. 
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The Holocaust 

The Shoa (Holocaust) is ever present in Israeli life and constitutes the root experience 

of modem Jewish i dentity (Emil Fackenheim cited in Goldberg & Krausz 1 995:1 1 ). It 

looms in the background as a symbol, a warning, an expression of worldview, a polemical 

weapon, and above all as a reality of unbelievable horror and profound national trauma. 

Most Ashk:enazi Israelis lost family to it, many escaped it and others survived it, but most 

Jewish-Israelis still live the fear it engendered, aided by the Holocaust's centrality to the 

new civil religion and the host of remembrance and educational activities associated with it. 

Michael: I dream about the Holocaust, l tlrink that's very Jewish . . .  my motber stores food, I 

think I will do that myself.. .  so, if there's a blockade on . . .  I care about the way my . . .  shelter 

looks like . . .  I learn a Jot about the wars . . .  I know a Jot about what happened to the Jewish 

people . . .  I feel cotmected. 

Yuval: There were some minutes in my life that. . .  mainly when I open the refrigerator and 

see that most of the times it's not empty [laughs] Then I think, "Wow. . .  so muc� why? .. . I  

think that maybe the most observed thing I eau see myself is that I have a different passport 

that I keep just in case. 

The cultural production of Holocaust remembrance did not start immediately 

thereafter. At first the Israeli state was loath to be associated with communities it believed 

had gone to their deaths like a Jamb to the slaughter, blaming the victims for their fate; 

"Hitler alone is not responsible for the death of the six million - but all of us and above all 

the six million. If they had known that the Jew has power, they would not have all been 

butchered . . .  the lack of faith, the ghettoish, exilic self-denigration . . .  coutributed its share to 

this great butchery" (Kibbutz Haggadah cited in Liebman & Don-Y ehiya 1983 : 102). 

The Eichmann trial of 1 960 saw the public airing of tl1e personal stories of victims for 

the ftrst time and began a shift in public attitudes to a more compassionate tmderstanding of 

the horrors suffered and a softening of the negation of the Galut, particularly among the 

younger generation (Liebman & Don-Yehiya 1 983 : 107). In keeping with Labour-Zionist 

ideology, the agency of those who resisted the Nazi liquidatious was emphasised ··out of all 
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proportion" to actual events when the state final ly fixed on the appropriate means of 

remembering Holocaust Day in 1 959 - the memorial day itse lf  h ad been established in 1 952  

( Liebman & Don-Yehiya 1 983 : 1 0 1 ) . 

The fol lowing passages record Meretz activists speaking largely without framing 

questions on the i mportance of the Holocaust to them. The opinions are diverse, but 

together demonstrate the centra lity o f  the Shoo to the l i ves of Jewish-Israelis and its 

i mportance as a binding force in a society riven by social conflict - tl10ugh tl1e shared 

tramna of the ,)'hoo does not h eal tl1ese divisions. 

Naaman's grandmother survived one and a hal f  years in Auschwitz, whi le h is  

grandfather spent much of the  war in a Pol ish camp. His  father is a Shoo baby. He told me 

that he "loves" the period and has done a lot  of "projects" exploring his interest into how an 

entire people can be turned i n to murderers. He tries to ili ink about the Shoo academically 

and bel ieves that i t  is important to talk, and even laugh about  it  (the l atter he describes as a 

p articularly J ewish vehicle for remembering), so that the Shoa isn ' t  forgotten by subsequent 

generations. He h as been on a tour of Pol and, visiting Holocaust sites. The p lace where the 

Shoa truly hit  home for him was Maidanek, next to the city o f Lublin where ilie camp i tsel f  

is  "two metres from thei r  homes, how coul dn ' t  they know?'' There was a huge tombstone 

which at first he couldn't  make out the import of. He was smok ing a cigarette and when he 

real ised that the tombstone contained a pi le o f  Jewish ash it hit him and he tapped the ash 

from his cigarette, "one Jew, two Jews" then sat and cried. H e  says that the only way to 

handle the enormity of the Shoo, as experienced during h is visit, was to drink. Several 

Meretz acti vists reported reading voraciously on the Shoo: 

Tamar: 1 don 't  know i f  as a Jew, but as an I srael i  1 read a lot about the Holocaust. . .  I don' t  

know i f  I 'm so affected' by the Shoa because I 'm a Jew and i t  was my people o r  j ust because 

as a Jew and an I sraeli I had a l l  these books about the Shoa and I read a lot about the Shoa . . . 

as a kid 1 was very obsessed with Holocaust books . . .  especia l ly stories of children, and I 

used to have n ightm ares . . .  when I read books I 'm inside the book, so in some way I was in 

the Holocaust as a chi ld . . .  Because when you read stories, especially stories of chi ldren at  

my age or a l it t le bigger than me . . .  tenible stories about chi ldren who tried to survive the 

camps . . .  I t's about people who made factories of  death and tried to make it more efficient 
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every day to create more death. And it' s  a whole nation that took part in it ,  and other 

nations because we all know that all  the other countries in Europe who are having their own 

Holocaust Days they took part in it too, even when looking from the other side . And I think 

it's all very, very important to remember that humans were able to do this. And it is very 

i mportant to remember that people are sti l l  able to do it. 

Tamar's fai lure to d ifferentiate between the Allied and Axi s  European powers is 

unsurprising given that the central message of the Holocaust centred civi1 religion i s  that all 

Gentiles are against the Jewish people.  Little is taught of the historical events of World War 

ll that is not directly related to the Jewish experience therein . 

Danny: My grandmother is a Holocaust survivor. She was in Mauthausen for a short while 

and then she was taken to the east, which was very lucky for her because not many sUIVived 

Mauthausen . . .  I t  was a labour camp . . .  near Vienna in which they literally worked people to 

death doing stupid jobs like carrying rocks from one side to the other . . .  And she was very 

l ucky actually . . .  to stay there even though she didn ' t  know that . . .  she was very fortunate 

that her husband, my grandfather, was thought to be a German. He had a very Aryan look 

about h im so everyone thought that he w as a German and that he was sent to camps because 

he was married to a Jew. That was a crime in Gennany . So they went easy on them .  

D :  Wl1at ' s  Jewish about the Shoa? 

Dy:  It couldn't have happened . . .  to any other people . . .  Jews tend to ignore the fact that not 

only Jews were killed in the Holocaust. . .  Gay people were also kil led and Gypsy people 

were also kil led . . .  And Slavonic peoples, socialists, cripples . . .  I was . . .  in a trip to Poland 

when I was in high school and we went to . . .  Auschwitz . . .  when we went in I saw the patches 

that they forced people to wear.  . .  So I see . . .  a yel low David's Star for Jews, and there ' s  a 

red triangle for socialists and a pink triangle for gay people. And you k11ow that a Jew 

socialist would get . . .  a David' s  Star made from one yellow triangle and one red triangle so I 

think "Hmm, what are they going to put on me [laughs] " . It's l ike they' d  need a whole 

complex [ laughs] . 

D :  Not enough h·iangles [ laughs] . So was it . . .  an eerie experience being there? What did 

you fee l  when you were there? 
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Dy: I felt very, very good to be Israeli. There was a part when I actually held the flag and 

sobbed into it. . .  Well, it's not that before Nazism there wasn't anti-Semitism. My . . .  

grandfather's father was killed in Poland by Polish people . . .  He was travelling from one city 

to another with four other people and they just jumped them and killed them all. 

Adi displays sensitivity to the suffering of other groups in the Holocaust and raises an 

important point in his final discourse. To understand its impact on Israel and Israelis it is 

important to place the Holocaust within a history of auti-Semitism and related atrocities 

stretching back through the centuries, and the Israeli experience of intemtiuable war, and to 

realise that the Holocaust is viewed as the apogee of a constant, endlessly recurring chain of 

anti-Semitic historical events. Individuals have different relationships to this central myth of 

Israeli civil religion - particularly on the left where a more reflexive critical attitude is 

generally extant - but must relate to it whether in acceptance, rejection or partial belief. 

Noam: . . .  the sister of my mother die in the Holocaust. My grandfather married the sister of 

his wife because . . .  she died in the Holocaust and so on, so . . . it's something from your 

identity as well . All the time I think how such a thing . . .  [can] happen in Germany . . .  So 

barbaric . . .  I don't  understand it. . .  yes, it's an integral part . . .  of my identity. 

A vi :  I have . . .  a lot of family, of relatives who died in the Holocaust. First because in the 

history of the Jewish people it's . . . the biggest tragedy. . .  I know that what happened is a part 

of my history as Jewish and we have to remember it very good so things like that won't 

happen again .  

Yossi shares the opinion of many both inside and outside Israel that the Holocaust led 

directly to he creation of the state and that there may not have been an independent Israel 

without it - an 1mderstanding at odds with Zionist claims of Jewish agency: 

D: OK, is the Holocaust part of your identity as a Jew and iu what way? 

Yossi : Yeah, it is 'cause . . .  it's part of the history, it's part of the reason that I'm here 'cause 

I guess if it wasn't I'm not sure if the Israeli state would have been established . . .  it's a very 
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strong trauma . . .  for the Jewish people . . .  when I see movies I cry and . . .  it's very difficult to 

see it as the point of a humanistic person and then to see . . .  all the suffering, the.. .  people 

hurt . . .  of this evil. And it's very, very difficult to deal with it. . .  it should be difficult to 

everybody but when you say "Well I could have been there . . .  only because rm a Jew, or 

only because I was born to a Jewish mother" . . .  that's even more difficult. 

Radar recounts her feeling of being haunted by the Holocaust and relates to the 

radically different interpretations made of the genocide by competing political camps. The 

commodification of the Holocaust in political discourses, both domestically and 

internationally by the Israeli government� is seen as problematic by many activists 

(Margolis cited in Goldberg & Krausz 1995:333). 

D: Is the Holocaust part of your identity? 

Hadar: Very much . . .  my grandparents are here. They ran away before the war but aJJ their 

family died . . . I have something very deep that I cannot release from this, that I always have 

thoughts about, I'm sitting in my house and Nazis come and take me out and separate me 

from my family. Which is amazing because I didn't was in the Holocaust but I heard stories 

from someone close to me. But it's very inside of me that it can happen . . .  it affects in two 

opposite ways . . .  I think, because of what we suffered in the Holocaust, that we don't want 

to do it to other ones. And the opposite way because we suffered in the Holocaust that we 

must do it to other ones that it won't happen again. We must kill all the bad guys so that we 

can live here, it's amazing. But I think that a lot of lsraelis have it. 

Amir: I went to Poland over a year ago and it was just amazing. . .  So we went to 

Thereisenstadt just next to . . .  Prague . . . I had a few names and I asked them to look my 

names up and they took me to this really huge library with all the book . . .  from the 

Holocaust and they have like lists and lists of people who moved through Thereisenstadt.. 

So I actually found all the names of my family . . .  who were in Thereisenstadt and . . .  we 

never knew their full names, we never knew when, and why, and where . . .  they left 

Thereisenstadt. . .  And of course, they didn't return. 

D: How did this affect you? 
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Dy : I fel t  very, very good to be I sraeli .  There was a part when I actually held the flag and 

sobbed into i t  . . .  Wel l ,  it's not that before Nazism there was n ' t  ant i-Semitism. My . . .  

grandfather's  father was kil led i n  Poland by Pol i sh people . . .  H e  was travel l ing from one city 

to another with four other people and they just j umped them and ki l led them al l . 

Adi displays sensitivity to the suffering o f  other groups i n  the Holocaust and raises an 

important point in h is  final discourse. To lUlderstand its i m pact on Israel and Israelis  i t  is 

i m portant to place the Holocaust within a h is tory of anti-Sem itism and related atrocit ies 

stretching back th rough the centuries, and the Israeli experience of interminable war, and to 

real ise that the Holocaust is  viewed as the apogee of a constant, endlessly recurring chain of 

anti-Semitic historical events.  Individuals have different relationships to thi s  central myth o f  

I srael i  civil  re l igion - part icularly o n  t h e  left where a more reflexive critical attitude J S  

general ly extant  - b u t  must relate t o  i t  whether in acceptance, rejection or partial  bel ief. 

Noam:  . . .  the sister of m y  mother die in the Holocaust. My grandfather married the sister of 

h is  wife because . . .  she died i n  the Holocaust and so on, so . . .  i t's something from your 

i dent i ty as wel l .  Al l  the ti me I think how such a th ing . . .  [can] happen in Germany . . .  So 

barbaric . . .  I don't understand it . . .  yes, it 's an integral part . . .  of my identity.  

A vi: I have . . .  a lot  of fam ily, o f  relatives who died i n  the Holocaust.  F irst because in the 

h is tory o f  the Jewish people i t 's . . .  the biggest tragedy . . .  I know that what happened is a part 

of my history as Jewish and we have to remember i t  very good so things l ike that won ' t  

happen agai n .  

Yossi shares the opinion of m a n y  both i nside and outside Israel that the Holocaust led 

direct ly to he creation of the state and that there may not have been an independent Israel 

without it - an  understanding at odds with Zionist clai ms of Jewish agency: 

D: OK, is  the Hol ocaust part of your identity as a Jew and in what way? 

Yossi : Yeah, i t  is ' cause . . . it's part of the his tory, i t's  part of the reason that I ' m  here ' cause 

I guess if it wasn ' t  1 'm not sure if the I srael i state would have been establ ished . . . . i t ' s a very 
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sh·ong trauma . . .  for the Jewish people . . .  when I see movies l cry and . . .  it's very d ifficult to 

see it  as the point of a humanistic person and then to see . . .  al l  the suffering, the . . .  people 

hurt . . .  of this evil . And i t ' s very, very difficult to deal with it . . .  i t  should be difficult to 

everybody but when you say "Well I could  have been there . . .  only because I ' m  a Jew, or 

on ly because I was bom to a Jewish mother" . . .  that ' s  even more difficult. 

Hadar recounts her feel ing of being haunted by t he Holocaust and relates to the 

radical ly different interpretations made of the genocide by competing pol itical camps. The 

commodification of the Holocaust in polit ical discourses, both domestical ly and 

internationally by the Israel i  government, is seen as problematic by many activists 

(Margol is cited in Goldberg & Krausz 1 995 :333) .  

D:  I s  the Holocaust part of your identity? 

Hadar: Very much . . .  my grandparents are here. They ran away before the war but all their 

fam ily died . . .  I have something very deep that 1 cannot release from this, that I always have 

thoughts about, I ' m  sit t ing in my house and Nazis come and take me out and separate me 

from my fami ly.  Which is amazing because I didn ' t  was in the Holocaust but I heard stories 

from someone close to me. But it's very inside of me that it can happen . .  _ it affects in two 

opposite ways . . .  I think, because of what we suffered in the Holocaust, that we don' t  want 

to do it  to other ones. And the opposite way because we suffered in the Holocaust that we 

must do it  to other ones that it won' t  happen again . We must k i l l  ail the bad guys so that we 

can l ive here, i t ' s  amazing. But I think that a lot of lsraelis have it .  

Amir :  I went to Poland over a year ago and it  was just amazmg . . .  So we went to 

Thereisenstadt just next to . . . Prague . . .  I had a few names and I asked them to look my 

names up and they took me to this really huge l ibrary with all the book . . .  from the 

Holocaust and they have like l ists and l ists of people who moved tJu·ough Thereisenstadt . . .  

S o  I actual ly found al l  the names o f  my fami ly . . .  who were i n  Thereisenstadt and . . .  we 

never knew their ful l  names, we never knew when, and why, and where . . .  they left 

Thereisenstadt. . .  And of course, they didn ' t  return .  

D: How did this affect you? 
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A: l was j ust frightened. l cried for most of the day, too much . But i t  was i mportant because 

i t  was . . .  a l l  the stories . . .  Whatever that was me was there . . .  i t  was more getting back to my 

roots, finding who l am . . .  not gett ing back at anyone . . .  not revenge, not "l ' m  here, l ' m  

Jewish" . . .  But i t  was really, really i n teresting . . .  t o  actual ly find m y  connection . . .  l fel t  

more, more me, more a part o f  m y  fam i ly after this h appened. And, of course Auschwitz 

and we went to Treblinka . . .  Yehuda Pol iker.  

D: OK, I have heard of h i m .  

A :  S o  h i s  parents were i n  the Holocaust and h e  has this song . . .  talking about h i m  a s  a chj ld  

and his parents taught h im that a good boy leaves an empty plate . . .  and  that 's  what I grew 

into too because you have to finish al l  your food . . .  m y  f,rrandma m ade me finish a l l  m y  

gravy a n d  stuff, the rest of the salad a n d  whatever because i t s  food and you can ' t  throw 

food away because people were hungry and . . .  my fam ily starved . . .  that ' s  part of i t .  

Holoca ust Day 

As noted above, Heroes and Martyrs Remembrance Day was instituted on the 201h of 

Nissan, close to the anni versary of the W arsaw Ris ing, to emphasise the resistance o f  Jews 

to the Nazi genocide.  ln doing so the state set Shoa commemoration apart from tradit ional 

mollll1 ing festivals by positioning Yom HaShoa in a ch.ronoJogjcal position prior to 

Memorial Day and I ndependence Day, with an obvious theme of repression l eading to the 

fight for freedom and then i ts achievement. Through these 'national pagents' the state seeks 

to rekindle patriotism,  and forge a col l ective sense of unity and shared destiny. However 

the annual media focus on the non-observance of commemorati ve sirens by many ultra­

Orthodox tends to undermine this somewhat (Arian 1 998 :374) . I asked interviewees about 

their own observance of Yom HaShoa in order to ascertain their response to state­

sanctioned interpretati ons of the Holocaust and to gau ge the impact of official 

com memorative activities.  

D: What do you fee] o n  Holocaust Day . . .  i s  i t  a day that affects you? Or do you feel i t's 

m anu factured emotion? 

Tamar: I t  is a manufach1red but it i s  also i mportant . . .  because this is something that we 

should never, never, never forget. . .  l 'm trying on this day to think more about the 
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Holocaust, but the Holocaust i s  pru1 of me because it is part of my pol it ical bel iefs and it's 

part of everything. And I think i t's important that we wi l l  have this day. 1 think it's more 

important that they' l l  have the Holocaust Year that we had in school . . .  on the ninth grade 

there's the Holocaust Year as a project and tJu·ough the whole year we learn about the 

Holocaust, and we do projects about it, and it' s much more important than one day . . .  

emotional ly i t  depends, some days that I was able to connect to the feelings and some days 

that I couldn' t .  I t 's very shallow, if  I 'm too busy on tl1 is day then no, I ' l l try to t11 ink about it 

by the time we have to stand . _ .  and if there 's  good movies about the Holocaust, very 

moving, then I ' l l  watch them. 

D: I s  Yam 1-IaShoa . . .  important to you? 

Hadar: . . .  I t 's really important to . . .  remember that something l ike that was in the history and 

to k now how not to do that to other people. And I sit on Yam HaShoa and watch all the 

programmes. 

Tamar and Hadar ment ion one of the features of Yom 1-IaShoa, the closing down of all 

TV not broadcasting pro!:,1rammes on the Shoa and the effort made by many to watch a 

number of these documentaries and films recounting the harrowing detai ls of the genocide 

as a way of personally experiencing the Day. Personal ly, r found that this inundat ion had a 

very powerful impact. Some take a universalistic, humanist approach in  using the day to 

muse on the continued prevalence of s imilar atrocities : 

D :  What ' s  the experience of Yom HaShoa . . . for you? Do you feel particularly that you 

concentrate on the Holocaust on this day? 

Ophir: Yeah, I do . . .  it just amplifies my everyday feelings about the atrocit ies in th is 

world . . .  

D :  So do you take a wider universal s ignificance with the Shoa rather than just a Jewish 

experience? 

0: Yeah, yeah, yeah, of course . 
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Boaz profoundly dis l ikes Holocaust Day due to the particularist i c  message of Gent i le 

emn ity encouraged by official interpretat ions, which he sees as encouraging rac ism and 

i ntolerance towards other peoples . Notice h is comment on the l essons to be l earnt from the 

Holocaust, a pre-occupation in  I srael given the pol iticisation of  the genocide in relation to 

events in the Terri tmies.  Amir doesn't feel  that the Day speaks to him: 

Boaz: No, I don ' t  l ike them, any of them .  I don 't  l ike  memorial days . . .  I can see why i t's 

necessary, I can see why we should honour i t  but I don ' t  l ike i t .  I real ly hate Holocaust 

Day . . .  I t h i nk that the ent ire way Israel as a state, the education system in Israel is deal ing 

with the Ho locaust is  wrong. 

D :  What' s  happening with that? 

B: . . .  they're using the Holocaust as a justification for the state of Israel, as a proof that the 

world is ant i-Sem i te . . .  and what they ' re doing by this  is breeding prejudice and in to lerance 

towards other people . . .  i t ' s  the opposi te of what they should do and t hey total ly not look at  

the lessons of the Holocaust . . .  i t 's  not done in  a way that . . .  I can be proud of. . .  when I look 

at the Holocaust Day in I srael like everybody is . . .  ta lking about h ow bad the Germans 

are . . .  and how l ike nobody should . . .  tell us because where were your people when the 

Holocaust happened . . .  i t ' s  not relevant anymore . . .  not this way at least . . .  what ' s  relevant 

from the Holocaust is to  learn that racism is dangerous, and look at  the extreme right and 

what it can do, and l ook at the violat ion of human rights and keep that from happening 

an)"vhere . . .  I think that  the mental i ty i n  Israel is always looking out  . . .  and i t  never looks in  

the . . .  m irror. 

D: How do you normal ly feel on Holocaust Day, do you, are you th inking about the Shoa 

all day? 

Amir:  No, 1 never do . . .  l could somet i mes stand in the middle of the street and be reminded 

of someth ing but. . .  not  at Holocaust Day. 

D: Do you feel i t's necessary though? 

A: J feel i t's necessary but J . . .  don ' t  find  me in that. 



256 

Unsurprisingly, responses to official commemorations are highly individuated and 

cannot be easily categorised. The best that can be said is that Meretz activists take a h ighly 

reflexive attitude to produced remembrance act ivities and tend to be extremely critical of 

attempts to reinforce Jewish particularism through these. 

Having estab lished an understanding of the different constituents of secular Jewish­

Israel i identi ty and of the past and present nature of the Jewish kulturkampf it remains to 

narrow the focus of discussion to Meretz as a political protagonist, identity community and 

engine of cultural production in the Israel i  cul ture war. 
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Chapter 8: Meretz As Identity Community 

And Kulturkamp{Protaeonist 

ln this chapter we will discuss Meretz' role as an identi1y coiDimmity and protagonist in 

political battles concerning the issue of religion and state. We begin with a brief history of 

Meretz and its antecedents, describing the social and political milieu that led to the 

fonnation of this left-liberal party. Research participants then relate to questions concerning 

Meretz' role as an engine of cultured identity produLiion before giving their reasons for 

being involved in the party. They then comment on the effectiveness, or otherwise, of 

Meretz in its areas of concern and ideological commitment, and speak of the impact the 

party's successes and failures have had on their own opinions of the party. 

Genealogy 

Meretz came into being in l992 through the coalescence of three left-liberal parties 

with very different pedigrees but similar contemporary opinions on the peace process and 

religious-secular issues. Mapam (The 'United Worker's Party') was the oldest of the three 

constituent parties and possessed the greatest institutional support through their kibbutz 

movement, Hakibbutz Ha'artzi (fotmded in 1 927) itself a product of tl1e leftist Hashomer 

Hatzair (founded in l 9 l 6) youth movement, the party's newspaper Ai Hamishamar, and 

power base within the Hi�tadrut labour federation (Garfinkle 1 997: 1 87; Eisenstadt 

1 985 :248; Kimmerling 1 983:245� Mannorstein 1 969:97). Mapam's strong collectivist 

ethos, predominantly Ashkenazi kibbutznik membership, and Marxist orientation prevented 

the party from building a base amongst the urban proletariat or middle classes. 

In l946, as the UN decision on the future of Palestine loomed, the Executive 

Committee of Hashomer Hatzair (1946:7� 1 36) came out in favour of a bi-national Arab­

Jewish state, while arguing for the legitimacy of Zionist settlement as the only answer to 

the Jewish problem and accurately forecasting a future of particularistic ethno-nationalist 

irredentism should partition emerge from the British mandatory authority . This hi­

nationalist stance and the commitment of Mapam to class struggle and the establishment of 

a worker state did not long survive the socio-economic changes of the post-Independence 
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period, though the party continued to demarcate the extreme left of the Zionist movement 

until the new social movements of the l970s took on this mantle with regards to the peace 

process and religious-secular issues. A gradual decline took place in the party's electoral 

fortunes from an initial high in 1949 of 14.7% of the vote through the hiving off of the 

constituent Achdut Ha'Avodah in 1 954 over Mapam's support of the Soviet Union36, the 

Maapach ('Alignment') coalition with Mapai, to the near extinction of the party as a 

Knesset faction in the 1 988 elections (Avishai ] 985:20 1 ,  2 1 3, 255; Arono:ff 1 993:33). 

Shinui was the smallest of the three parties to join Meretz in 1992 with only two 

mandates and a precarious 1 .  7% of the vote in the 1988 elections (State of1srael 2004). The 

electoral threshold was then 1 %, and is now 1 .5%. The party itself has a JiberaJ-capitalist 

orientation and was established in 1 973, tmder the leadership of ex-Tel Aviv University law 

professor and constitutional expert Amnon Rubinstein, as an expression of the disgust and 

rusillusionment felt by elements of the Ashkenazi professional classes towards the 

moribund Mapai both prior to and in the wake of the 1 973 Yom .Kippur War. In 1 977 

Shinui joined The Democratic Movement for Change (DASH) in 1mseating Mapai, 

resisting the decision of DASH to coalesce with the Likud and surviving the catastrophic 

collapse of DASH as a minor party in the Knesset (Eisenstadt 1 967:438-440� Peretz & 

Doron 1 997 : 1 03- 105;  Sclmall 1979: 1 95- 1 98). It remained the only liberal-centrist party 

throughout the 1 980s with Rubinstei.n serving as Minister of Communications in the post-

1 984 unity govemment (Peretz & Doron 1 997 : l 04). 

Alongside its liberal-capitalist orientation Slrinui expressed the mildly dovish opinions 

common amongst the party's constituency, and it was this area of commonality that allowed 

jts eventual inc1usion in Meretz in 1 992 as a jtmior party dwarfed by tl1e larger membership 

and institutional fi-amework of RA TZ and Mapam. The relative proportions of each party 

were reflected in the new party's initial constituent bodies wherein the spli.t was 5-3-2 for 

RATZ, Mapam and Shinui respectively. Indeed, this division was not unkind to Shinui. It 

was this relative powerlessness in relation to RA TZ and Maparn influence over policy that 

provided the excuse for the eventual sundering of ties with Meretz in I 998 by one faction 

of Shinui (Rubinstein and many ex-Shinui members stayed with Meretz). Interestingly, 

36Mapam later broke with the Soviet Union over the anti-Sernitic StaJinist 'Doctor's Plot' & Shansky 
Trials (Schnall 1979:107). 
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Meretz' Shinui  inspired neo-liberal economi c  p latform bears l it t le  resemblance to its more 

leftist Knesset activism on social issues. The breakaway faction proceeded to reconstitute 

Sh inu i  as an independent party with a new, rad ical emphasis on opposit ion to u ltra­

Orthodox coercion, an opposit ion that came to be perceived by many i n  Meretz as 

bordeting on anti-Semit ism. 

The Cit izen's Rights Movement ( RATZ) was the first  and only representative of the 

'new social movements' phenomenon, wh ich rar uca l ly changed Israel i  pol i t i ca l  culhtre from 

the 1 970s, to achieve Kncsset representat ion.  Karsb ( 1 997 :50)  describes how the pioneers 

of what was to become the Israel i  peace movement re inteqJreted the tradit ional Labour­

Zionist fonn u l ations of Israe l i  identity through the prism of 'New Left' i deology. This 

seriously tmdermined the already teetering buttresses of Labour-Zionist  ident i ty pol i t ics 

through an appeal to wider universal civi l and lnunan rights which were v iewed as both 

pre-exist ing and superseding  the claims of Zionist-Jewish particu larism.  From this new 

eth ical base they passed jud gement upon act ions and beliefs at variance to the ideal of a 

j ust, rights-based society bu i l t  on the sovereign cit izen.  This was a radical depmture for 

I srael i pol it ical culture which was and, to  an extent s ti l l  i s  characterised by a coll ectiv ist 

orientation. 

Corporatist values remained, with the old Zion ist concept ions of Herzl ian 

normal isation and of I srael as a perfected society and " l ight unto the nations" st i l l  an 

i n fluential factor in ideal isat ion.  However, the l imi ted democratic understanding of 'stat i st' 

I srael with i ts rei fication of the state and army and the abil i ty of both to l i mi t  the freedoms 

of cit izens was rejected outright by proponen ts of the new pol it ics wh ich spawned a wide 

variety of protest movements across the pol it ical  landscape in Israel, both left and right 

wing (Laskier 2000). Such is the abundance of new organisations engendered by th is  

movement that l sracl i ' publ ic l i fe is now characterised by a protest pol it ics u nr i va l led in  any 

W estem democracy ( Peri 2000: 303-328). Th is prol iferation a lso test ifies to the advanced 

state of paralysis and i mpotence of official organs of govemment in solv ing t he myriad 

problems facing l srael i society. 

RA TZ i tsel f was founded by Shulami t  AJoni in 1 973  fol lowing her acrimonious exi t  

from Mapai in  1 973 .  Aloni had received an unreal ist ic l i s t  p lace i n  response to her attacks 

on the patty's leadersh ip and policies (Aronoff 2000: 1 1 8) .  RATZ entered Knesset with 
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three seats in 1 973,  and coalit ion in 1 974,  before departing with Rabin's inclusion of the 

N RP in his governing coal ition shortly thereafter (Reich & Gershon: 1 99 1 :  l l  ). Pol itically 

RA TZ was less interested in socio-economic issues than Mapam, espousing a mil itant 

brand of secularism in opposition to perceived religious coercion. This had long been an 

issue for Mapam but was one that the party had largely failed to act on. RA TZ was also a 

strong advocate for women's rights and other h uman and civi l  rights, and increasingly 

promoted the extension of such protections to the Palestinian p ubl ic on both sides of the 

'Green L ine'. RATZ developed a dovish orientation which was strehgthened with the 

assumption of membership by "additional forces" from Peace Now in 1 988 but, as with 

Mapam and Shinui ,  the party proved unable to garner sufficient support to constitute a 

significant Knesset faction unt i l  the formation of Meretz in 1 992 (Peretz & Doron 

1 997 :94). 

Meretz was successful in attracting the support of a slightly larger segment of the 

m iddle-class, Ashkenazi, dovish, secularist public than had backed the independent parties, 

appeal ing particularly to women and younger voters. In 1 988 the three parties had 

combined for 8 .5 %  of the vote and I 0 seats in Knesset, and this rose to 9 .6% for the 

tripartite coalition in 1 992. As is often the case for smaller coalition partners, Meretz was 

blamed for the fai lures of government in 1 996 (7 .5%, 9 seats) and 2003 (5 .2 1 %, 6 seats) 

(State of Israel 2004 ) . The drop off i n  support for Meretz was largely due to the fai lures of 

the Rabi.n/Peres and Barak govenunents in peacemaking, which Meretz had, rather 

unwisely, become the most voci ferous advocate of, to the detriment of its other policy 

'flags'. The party's fai lure to make an impact in t11e area of religious coercion and 

will ingness to sit with Shas in coalition also played a role. 

Reuven (Arian & Shamir 1 999 : 7 8-79) notes that in 1 992 Meretz was the only Jewish 

patty that ran on the pro-peace foreign affairs platform subsequently taken up by the Rabin 

government, though this platfonn was never as radical as opponents and p ublic opinion 

came to believe. For example, the party takes no official position on the thorny issue of 

Jerusalem. The party's fmmding charter equivocates on the matter of the i deal future 

boundary between Israel and Palestine, stating that under a future peace settlement "Israel 

wi ll be obl iged to vacate most of the territories . . .  The main considerations in determining 

borders should relate to security and demographic concerns" (Meretz 1 997:2) .  Nonetheless, 
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i t  i s  the general movement of the I srael i pol i t ical centre to the ' left'  with regards to security 

in subsequent years - including the previously u n i maginable  rhetorical support of the Likud 

for a Palest in ian state - that is M eretz' greatest l egacy to Israel i  society . 

A fter this i n i t ia l  success the pat1y seemed t o  lose i ts radical edge somewhat and shifted 

focus to the rel i g ious-secular kulturkamp[, to issues concern i n g  c iv i l  and h u m an r ights and, 

to a l esser extent ,  towards social  pol icy . Meretz' secularis t  views attracted by far the most 

att ent ion, gain ing the support of the dovish, secularist left and opprobri u m  fro m  v irtua l l y  

every other sector. The 1 999 Meretz election campaign was designed to b u i l d  o n  secularist 

resentment against  re l ig ious coercion in both propaganda and activism . Th is focus was 

confi rmed by the party's campaign manager at a Tzerie seminar l attended . The campaign 

slogan was taken direct ly fi·om Hatikva, "To be free i n  o ur country" ,  wi th  i ts i n tended 

referent being freedom from re l igious coercion, thou gh coterrn inous freedoms were 

espoused in campaign ephemera ( Appendi x  C).  

This strategy back fired somewhat with the reconsti tuted Shinui outflank i n g  Meretz on 

secular issues due to  the i nabi l i ty of Meretz to rack up s i gnificant ach ievements  wi th  

regards to  kufturkampf issues in  two tem1s of government .  Indeed, a survey of newspaper 

c l i pp ings from 1 999-2003 on Knesset debates and legislat ive proposal s  shows Meretz 

doing very l i t t le  to change laws relat ing to rel i g ious coercion, focusing al most exclusively 

on parl iamentary act ivism against the sett lement movement,  for the advancement of c ivi l 

and human r ights general ly  with l i t t le  relat ion to re l igious coercion, and i ncreasingly on 

social pol icy issues . During the Barak govenunent  the Meretz MKs reason i n g  was t hat the 

coal i t ion with S has must be main tained at all costs i n  order to g i ve Barak the t i m e  to reach 

a peace agreement wi th  Syria and the Palesti n ians - a posture tJ1at fa iled to convince many 

o n  the Meretz Counci l  and Board, though mot ions opposing coal ition-maintenance were 

easi ly defeated or otherwise s idetracked. The party's Knesset quiescence stands in stark 

contrast to Tzerie and Noar activism wh ich, in my experience, was almost excl usively 

related to issues to do with the kulturkamp.f Nonetheless, Meretz Noar and Tzerim 

d isplayed a s i gn i ficant interest in the other 'flags' of the party when considerin g  their  own 

motivations for pol i t ical involvement.  
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Ideology 

Rather than focusing on the stated p latform of the party 1 chose to place the emphasis, 

m interviews, on the personal beliefs of activists and their reasons for becoming and 

remaining pol itically active. It is i mportant to poin t out here that i deology and comm itted 

activism are c losely related for most Meretz Tzerim and Noar. Many take significant time 

off work or study during the months prior to general elections to work ful l  or part-time for 

the party, and are faced with verbal abuse dai ly in the course of street activism and with the 
I 

constant threat of physical attack. It takes both courage and a profo und commi tment to 

one's belief system to be a Meretz street activist and l would l ike to pay tribute here to their 

fort itude and dedication which were inspirational . Most interviewees spoke of an interest in 

more than one area of Meretz ideology, a fact that should be kept in mind when reading the 

survey of opinions below, which 1 have shaped through categorising responses under the 

sub-headings of peace, kulturkampj� civil and human rights, social issues and 

environmentalism.  

The Peace P rocess 

Meretz activists share a strong commitment to the need for a j ust and comprehensive 

peace w ith the Palestinians .  Interviews were largely carried out prior to the fai lure of Camp 

David li in 2000 fol lowing which most Meretzniks I talked to felt a profound sense of 

shock, d isappoi ntment and even disil lusionment, though most retained their belief in the 

j ustice and necessity of a ful l  and final peace agreement. 

Ehud:  Al l  efforts . . .  have to be put into the peace process . . .  Meretz was always . . .  and is 

now the e ngine. And some parts p layed a major role and other parts were the e ngine, but 

Meretz . . .  always has put the process at one step fut1her than what the public attitude was. 

And in that sense . . .  it  made a vast contribution . . .  to the peace process. 

Ophir :  Wel l ,  Meretz . . .  supported all of the steps toward the peace process, all of the peace 

treaties. In the streets, i n  the public it has organised many demonstrations for the peace. 
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Ron i :  Yeah, it [ Meretz] . . .  bui l t  i tself. . .  upon saying that . . .  we wan t  peace with the Arabs. 

They talked about giving back the Occupied Territories a lot before anyone even dreamed 

about i t ,  when people who even said that were considered enemies of the state and traitors 

they did i t, they bad the guts . Yossi Sarid had the balls of say1ng this stuff 20 years ago, 

which he should  be admired for that . But now when we do have peace, OK, when Meretz 

she start to look for other th ings to say I see the whole house of cards start ing to fal l .  

Roni expresses a common fee l ing among Tzerim and Noar that Meretz had started to 

t1ounder and lose d irect-ion somewhat with the assumption of many of its pro-peace bel iefs 

by the pol i t ica l  centre. Racheli  complains of a lack of vision and rad ica l ism i n  Meretz' 

contemporary act iv i t ies and attitudes concerning peace: 

Rachel i :  R ATZ and Mapam people really  . . .  was involved in saying that we should be i n  

favour of  a Palest i n ian state real ly before everybody d id  . . .  I can' t  see the v ision that was 

then now. . .  Probably  with age, with the fact that they are . . .  and were part of the 

government,  i t  became more grey,  it became more nat ional [nationa listic] and it seems that 

I don ' t  connect . . .  I have an opin ion about Jemsalern . 

There is a genera l sensib i l i ty  that after spearheading the move towards peace Meretz 

activists and the party as a whole  suffered a great deal for i ts association with the peace 

process without gaining popular recogni tion of their vital ro le. 

I dan :  Meretz was the torch . . .  we paid a very h uge price for it because many years they 

thought of us as "He loves Arabs be don ' t  love Jews" . That 's  why we get now ten m andates 

and not more . . .  because the issue of peace is st i l l  the fi rst issue. 

B oaz: . . .  votctng the votce of reason even before other people are l ike doing i t . . .  So 

they're . . .  maybe the m inori ty but  sti l l  the i mportant voice of  people who are against any 

k ind of m i l i tary act ion against c ivi l i ans. 
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In Boaz' descript ion of Meretz as a voice of reason we catch a glimpse of the strong 

sense within tl1e Tzerim and Noar that tl1e p arty stands as a beacon for civi l  and human 

rights in a society characterised by repression, brutality , in-ational u ltra-national ism and 

primitive religiosity. Below, Gal  relates his frustration at the slow pace of peace 

negotiations and the effect this has had on coalit ion maintenance and the freedom of action 

of Meretz inside government. Ophir  calls for Meretz to show more courage inside the 

Barak coalit ion (Meretz did evenhta l ly leave) :  

GaL I am responsible for the ti·eedom and the r ights and for the suffering of  the Palestin ians 

and I don' t  feel good about it. In the other hand how many frogs we can swallow for that . . .  

we swal low the frog of the Mafilal in  the government, we swallow the frog  Shas is in the 

government but I don' t  want to be choked . . .  Meretz is the compass of the left in I srael they 

change p ublic consciousness, they change our views about peace, about tl1e Arabs. When 

they are sitt ing in the government they are helping more, when we are in the opposition we 

change public views and i t 's i mportant. 

Ophir :  . . .  the problem . . .  of the left in general and of Meretz specifical ly is that it doesn ' t  

use its force . . .  [Meretz MK] Haim Oron said . . .  i n  some sort o f  meeting that every morning 

Meretz has three different reasons for leaving the coal ition but i t  doesn't  do it  because this  

is the only government that can bring peace . 1 don ' t  af,'Tee with that because . . .  Barak uses 

that. He knows that a l l  the votes of the left are in his pocket and he doesn ' t  have to do 

anything . . .  Maybe Meretz . . .  should decide on more strict red l ines . . .  or principles that .  . .  i f  

they are not obeyed or  kept, yeah, then Meretz should leave the  government .  

By 1 999 Meretz believed that the attraction of i ts peacenik mientation for new voters 

was l imited and that focussing on tl1e role and stance of the party with regard to the peace 

process in e lection campaigns could only be counter-productive. Omer h ints at a shi ft to the 

centre in the p arty's at titudes towards peace: 

Omer: The reason it wasn't  pushed now - and that ' s  the official reason and the non-official 

i s  another thing - i t's because . . .  it won' t  get . . .  new people to vote Meretz. 
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The dragging out of t he peace process over t he past decade and the pressi n g  need to 

address major socio-economic problems and kulturkampf issues has led to a gradual sh i ft  in 

focus from the peace process to domestic concerns .  TI1e preponderance of ku!turkampf 

related activism both d ur ing and between election campaigns i n  Meretz testifies to this .  The 

fai l ure of Camp David II, the sense of hopelessness engendered by the fai l ure of 

negot iat ions, and the attendant assumption of power by the right wing government of Arie l  

Sbaron have exacerbated this trend .  Despite this shift in  focus, support for the peace 

process is st i l l  h igh in Meretz and remains a defin ing and unifying feature of party ideology 

and individual ident i fi cat i on thereto . 

Bring on the Culture W a r  

Many Tzerim and Noar were attracted t o  Meretz b y  the party's opposi tion to rel igious 

coercion and feel frustrated at the relative inactivity o f  the party in Knesset wi th regards to  

th is  issue. I t  i s  probable that Meretz lost a large percentage of its electorate to  Shinui  due to  

i ts  fa i lure to  have a signi ficant i m pact on the n ature of rel i gious coercion and act 

unequivocally for a secular commun ity i ncreas ingly concerned with kulturkampf issues. I n  

1 999 Meretz attracted some new voters to replace those lost to Shinui  but only garnered 

0 . I %  more of the vote than in 1 996 despite the left wing l andsl ide. The party haemorrhaged 

4 seats in the 2003 plebiscite. With in  Tzerie and Noar Meretz there is a recogn i tjon that 

l i tt le w i l l  be done i n  Knesset concem ing rel igious coercion wh ile the peace process remains 

incomplete. However, Yaron renects the views o f  many in arguing that the t i me h as come 

for Meretz to pay much c loser attention to the ku!turkamp{and social  issues:  

Yaro n :  I think Meretz, especially n ow, is . . .  very much occupied with the peace effort and 

definitely . . .  not occupied enough . . .  with rel igious-secular issues, and not rea l ly  wi th  social  

issues . . . I think electora l ly i t 's  a mistake they made in '92 and they paid dearly for i t  i n  '95 

[means 1 996] . . . Meretz keeps talking about having l ots and lots of flags - rwming with one 

flag only is  ham1 ing the party. I th ink we made some comm i tments when we went to the 

e lection especially . . .  in the field of rel igious-secular that it's completely,  u tterly 

rel inquishing altogether. 
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Yossi : I s  it  [Meretz] . . .  not really effe ct ive. And that ' s  a problem because the peace 

process . . .  is always coming first. 

In the interview excerpt below, Yonatan is  extremely cyn ical, arguing that Meretz is 

not serious about  combating religious coercion and uses its image as an opponent of the 

status quo to aid in t he production of a polemic that hides its neglect of the issue, while 

gaining votes . I fow1d that this was a common refrain amongst Meretz �oters I met in the 

course of street activism, and socially,  who, by 1 999, seemed ready to shift the ir votes from 

Meretz to a party that would be more active particularly with regard to kulturkampfissues. 

Yonatan : Honestly, t hey don ' t  really want to change it . . .  they use slogans . . . I don ' t  see 

something basic . . .  something fundamental that reaJly want to change . . .  they have a arsenal 

of slogans and . . .  they see the situation they go to their arsenal, they say, "OK, this is the 

slogan . . .  and let ' s  use it" . 

Others were more forgiving, pointing to tl1e impossibil i ty of making headway on 

coercion issues i n  a Knesset in which mainstream secular parties don't tend to support 

legislation to change the stahls quo, the maintenance of which is written into most coalition 
' 

agreements . Boaz points to Meretz' l ocal and l egal challenges to specific cases of religious 

coercion while applauding the party's substantial role in giving voice to f,'TO\ving secular 

frustrations. In the fol lowing passage, Moshe argues tl1at Meretz, through its presence in 

government, h as been able to block the ftu-ther expansion of rel igious power and coercive 

legislation. Raz d isagrees and rightly predicts the loss of a significant number of voters 

through Meretz' 1 999 coalition with Shas : 

Boaz: . . .  most of i t  is not actually by doing laws in the Knesset . . .  More of it was done 

through the S upreme Couti, by acti ve s truggle i n  the streets or . . .  j ust in the 

municipalities . . .  The Knesset, it's mainly bringing this thing into debate because people 

had nobody to turn to other than Meretz and Meretz made this tlt ing an issue. Shulamit 

Aloni has made this thing an issue. 
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M oshe: . . .  u n fortunately we cannot do everything which we want to do and there are also 

other things on our agenda . . .  there is also what Meretz prevented others fro m  doing .  So 

during the R abin  government  Meretz was not  able to do anything but on the other hand 

Shas was not able to do anyth ing .  

R az: Whi le  in  opposition Meretz was very acti ve .  While in  coal i tion they are bending their 

heads . . . r can understand the mathematics behind i t  but. . . r fear that being part of the l ast  

coal i t ion wi th Shas we' ve harmed Meretz very much in the next elections unless someth ing 

very crucial or  impo1tan t happens .  

Amnon effect ively sums  up a cl imate of disi l lusionment within Tzerie and Noar 

Meretz regarding tl1e party's i nactivity on rel igious-secu lar issues in th is  impassioned 

appeal to the members of Knesset to show more courage in transforming the 1 999 elect ion 

victory into real change : 

Am non : Bu t  i f  you say something show people that you are serious for . . .  bel ieving you, 

because th is  way they believe you afterwards . . .  And act bravely . . .  Because . . .  we did work 

for you to be there . . . I was working for i t .  I was working for a long t ime .  l prayed for th is 

n ight to be . Give me, give me the results, and fight, fight now!  

Civi l  a n d  H u m a n  R igh ts 

Meretzniks' in terest i n  c ivil and human rights protections relates closely to their 

antagonism towards the Occupat ion and the re ligious-secular status quo, and constit utes a 

principled and determined opposit ion to the widespread violation of such rights in a society 

sti l l  characterized by a strong col lect iv ist orientat ion and a particularist ic naJTOwing of 

perspect ive wi th regards to  relations with non-Jewisb comnnmit ies and secular claim s  to 

individual freedoms. Here Meretz is heavily influenced, through RA TZ, by the civil rights 

movements of  the I 960s, and a worldwide shi ft in le ft wing politics fi·om a social ist  to a 

more l iberal pos ition wi th regards to the amel ioration of  social conflict and relat ions 

between the individual and state . The appearance of RATZ, the Democratic Movement for 
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Change and a plethora of small, allied NGOs from the 1 970s was also a product of socio­

economic changes w ith a struggling m iddle-class losing interest in the tenets of Zionist 

socialism and the leadership of the Labour elite and seeking improvements in l i festyle, and 

economic security modelled on a benevolent image of western consumer and political 

culture and related 'f:i-eedoms'. It was only later that the growth of Palestinian opposition to 

the Occupation and I sraeli suzerainty developed a closer interest in  human rights amongst a 

sector of the middle c lasses, following an initial interest in the extension of civil freedoms 

to that popu lation. 

Meretz s ti ll  stands as the only party fu l ly committed to the primacy of c ivil and human 

rights so its actions, or inaction, with regard to the promotion and protection of such rights 

is of great interest in tem1s, not j ust of the present reality, but also the projected future 

orientation of the state. A process of democratisation has taken place in Israel with a 

m assive efflorescence of protest politics from the 1 970s, the destruct ion of the one pruiy 

monopoly on power, the rise in jud icial activism with the passing of Basic Laws protecting 

c ivi l rights, the increased questioning of m i litary omniscience, and expansion of the media 

and its relative freedom from state supervision .  However, the freedom of the domestic  

media is far from guaranteed given PM Sharon's assumption of ministerial responsibil ity 

for the I sraeli Broadcasting Authority, a long tradit ion of party 'jobnik' selections therein, 

and the maintenance of military oversight and media self-censorship. 

Meretz activists spoke repeatedly in interviews of the need for extending civil and 

human rights protections with regards to the kullurkampj, the Occupation, and the 

democratisation of Israeli society. Here are a few brief selections of direct discussions on 

civil  a11d human rights : 

Tamar: Definition. The Declru·ation of Human Rights, this is my Bible . . .  I think that every 

human child, woman, old, have his rights . . .  a state is not a structure that c itizens should 

give and give . . .  I believe that every man has the right to control . . .  his l i fe . . .  I bel ieve that 

you can educate people to . . .  social responsibil ity . . .  First minimum wage . . .  to make it 

higher . . .  to educate people . . .  to be less corrupted . 
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lt is i nteresting that Tamar relates civil rights to the 'freedom' from social inequality 

and corruption, showing how extensively the ideology of civil and h uman rights is  

extended in in terpretation . Meretz' c ivi l  ri ghts agenda tends to focus on the rights to 

education and opportuni ty, and on freedoms from state and rel i gious coercion , reflect ing 

the i 11 terests and prejudices of i ts l iberal m iddle class electorate . Dali a  speaks of the rights 

held by the sovereign individual in re lation to the state, wh i le  Boaz argues for an expanded 

conception of h um an rights: 

Dal ia :  Ideological ly . . .  we al l  talk about h umanism . . .  which is  the idea that the individual ' s  

in  the centre and free to do whatever he  pleases in  order t o  reach h is full potential . . .  I don ' t  

th ink the state can . . .  interfere i n  . . .  personal l i ves . 

Boaz: . . .  i f  you talk about the h istory of human tights you have first the right to l ive . . .  since 

the Magna Carta it 's cal led the first generation of human rights. And then if you talk about 

the more modern concepts of human rights which include right to housing and for 

employmen t and that ' s  total ly a social-democrat ic ideology but that 's also a part of human 

r ights .  And I th ink when you talk about human rights you kind of include everything in i t .  

D :  OK.  Do you  t h ink that the defin i t ion of  human rights has been expanded . . .  beyond i ts 

i n i t ial concepts of .  . .  the right to l i fe, these th ings? 

B: Yes, of course and r th ink i t ' s  a good th ing . . .  in the Western countries where you have a 

democracy it 's expanding. And it 's good that it 's expanding because afler you have the right 

to l ive you have to  be able to l ive in dign i ty and that includes . . .  the r ight for information . . .  

free speech a l l  those things that are more than j ust the core of human rights . . .  I th ink that  

the state should regulate . . .  and make sure that nobody fal ls  behind . . .  m ak ing sure that  

consumer's ri ghts . . .  are always served. And we have to m ake sure that people have 

housing and . . .  free access to education for everybody . . .  t here should be a maximum wage 

[ laughs] I don ' t  th ink there should be a mjn inmm wage [ laughs] . 

Below, Yaron speaks of freedom from religious coercion as a basic r ight a longside the  

s tate provision o f  education, housing, and health. As wi th  Boaz, we see an appeal to 

universal, ina l ienable individual freedoms and rights with the state viewed as moral ly  
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responsible for the welfare of its citizens, rather than the traditional Zionist emphasis on the 

righ t  of the collective to call upon the individual in state-building and protection. 

M eretzniks typically fee l  the pull of both contradictory ideologies, a fact displayed in the 

uncertain relationship of the party to conscientious objection and the uncettainty and torn 

feelings of many when faced with the prospect of military service in the Territories .  

Yaron: Meretz stands for human rights . . .  I automatically say freedom of religions, and 

freedom . . .  of consciousness . . .  which would be your religious Orthodox and secular 

problems. And I would a lso say what we 'd call third level rights which we have social 

rights and you have your poli tical rights . . .  

D :  [interrupts] What sort of social right would you consider being part of the human rights 

package? 

Y:  The right to housing, the right to education, the right to health .  

I mplementing Rights Reform: M e retz' Basic Laws 

Meretz' greatest legislative success with regards to human and c ivil tights came in its 

first term in government with the passing of two Basic Laws in 1 992 ,  'Human Dignity and 

Liberty' and 'Freedom of Occupation '  which legislated for the first time judicial purview 

over Knesset legislation with regard to quasi-constitutional guarantees of individual rights 

in relat ion to the state and fel low citizens (Sprinzak & Diamond 1 993 : 1 ) . 

Israel's founding fathers failed to pass a constitution for the state with various versions 

summarily rejected as unable to gain passage due to the insistence of rel igious parties that 

the Torah stands as Israel's constitution. Piecemeal constitutional legislation has since been 

passed through a series of Basic Laws conceming a variety of issues on which the Knesset 

has decided to take an unequivocal position. In I 992 Meretz gained passage for two Basic 

Laws. These were l imited somewhat by religious opposition and later amendment and do 

not explicit ly guarantee the freedoms of expression, association, belief or movement while 

stipulating that the status quo on religious-secular issues must be maintained (Diamond & 

Sprinzak 1 993 : 37 1 ;  Cohen & Susser 2000:88). Nonetheless, they provide an opportunity 

for the radical re- imagining of the state-citizen relationship. 
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The 'Basic Law: Human Digni ty and Liberty' was premised i n  " the recognit ion of the 

value of the human being, and the sm1ct i ty of his l i fe and freedom" .  I ts stated purpose was 

"to protect h uman digni ty and l iberty" against the violation of personal property, arbitrary 

aJTest, and extrad it ion or imprisonment and attacks on the " l i fe, body, and d ignity "  of the 

i nd ivi dual (S tate of lsrael L 992a). These terms are open to i nterpretation and - as with the 

guarantees of freedom of occupation in the second Basic Law - it was in the appl ication of 

these rights through j udicial in tercession in  cases of perceived violation that l egal precedent 

was both to nesh out and make probl ematic the freedoms engendered . 

The passage of these two Dasic Laws was a stunning success for Meretz, one that 

should have marked the beginning rather than the l im its of the party's parl iamentary 

activism but in fact consti tuted the high tide mark . Thereafter, Meretz seemed to lack the 

courage of its convictions somewhat, acquiesc ing in the deportation of Hamas activists to 

t he Lebanese border, sign ing up to a Pork Law that strengthened rel ig ious control over 

kashrut and al lowing both Sarid and Aloni to be forced out of the vital Education Ministry 

by Shas pol i t ick ing .  Regardless, the Basic Laws passed by M eretz const itute a sizeable  

inheri tance from a m iddle-sized party which a t  i ts height on ly  garnered one-tenth of the 

Knesset's seats, and the legacy of  these laws (pending repeal) wi l l  outl ive the party i tself 

due to the agency a l l owed under their stat11tes to the Supreme Court just ices. 

Diamond & Sprinzak ( 1 993 : 3  70) relate that the Supreme Court "has gradual ly  made 

i tse l f  a bastion of  civil and individual l ibert ies " ,  a !Tend accelerated by Meretz' B asic Laws . 

Supreme Court judge Aharon Barak wrote that the two l aws "have revo lution ized the 

j udicia l  and constitu tional status of the basic rights of man in Israel" (Diamond & SpriJ1zak 

1 993 :37 1 ). S ince the passage of the laws the Supreme Court has been in undated by cases 

brought by left wing and l iberal part ies and NGOs on a wide anay of matters incl uding 

cfToris at  overturning aspects of  the rel igious-secular status quo and demands for equal 

r ights for I srae l i -Arabs and non-Orthodox Judaism . Cohen and S usser (2000 :89 )  fu lminate 

that " For the first t ime i n  I srae l i  legal history, the sovereignty of  the Knesset had been 

expl icit ly l im i ted" . G iven that the judiciary i s  a branch of  the state and thus shares the 

sovereignty of that entity, of which the Knesset i s  a pre-eminent branch but only a branch, 

this charge is a l it t le  extreme, pmt icularly given that the Court has merely interpreted the 

Basic Laws in the spirit of their statutes. ln the l ight of the continued m i l i tary i nfluence 
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over the courts - a sway maintained in matters relating to security issues, especially with 

regards to cases concerning IDF activities in the Territories - and the continued fai lure of 

the Court to protect the rights of ethnic minorities in its decisions, the charge rings hol low 

(Kimmerling 2002). If the Knesset were to regularly promote, support and protect human 

and c ivil rights in legislation Meretz' Basic Laws would be mmecessary but this has never 

been the case before or after the passage of these bills. The Court has been p laced in the 

invidious position of protecting democratic freedoms and basic civi l and hmnan rights in  

d irect opposition to  the state's legis latm:e, spawning a series of Supreme' Court by-pass Jaws 

i n  Knesset and right wing p lans for the establishment of a Constitutional Committee to 

severely curtai l  judicial authority. 

Angered by Supreme Court decisions favouring secular attacks on aspects of religious 

control ,  the haredi parties organised a massive demonstration against the Supreme Court in 

1 999 with over 250 ,000 protesters taking to the streets in Jerusalem, opposed by 50,000 

secular counter-demonstrators (Cohen & Susser 2000:94) .  United Torah Judaism MK 

Moshe Gafni described the head of the Supreme Court, Aharon Barak as a "persecutor of 

the Jews" whi le  Agudat I srael MK Menachem Porush ejaculated that he would "sacrifice 

his l i fe against Justice B arak" (Cohen & Susser 2000 :94). Kimmerling (2002 : 1 1 39) 

discerns "a recognizable retreat by the high court from this activist position" in the face of 

opposition from the Knesset, the academy, and the Israel Bar Association .  Kimmerl ing 

attacks the stated purpose of the legislation, to "anchor in a Basic Law the values of the 

State as a Jewish and democratic state" (Kimmerling 2002 : 1 1 39) . I ndeed most Meretzniks I 

talked to saw no essential contradiction in Meretz proposing the maintenance of a Jewish 

and democratic society .  Research participants took great pride in the passage of the two 

Basic Laws and i n  the j udic ia l  activism these laws inspired: 

D: . . .  So do you think that the Supreme Court has taken over the role that a constitution 

should be playing m defining what 's correct in society and what's not? 

I dan: . . .  when the government is weak the Supreme Court has to be stTOng.  But now I think 

that the Supreme Court wi l l  step off what it did in the last three years [ti l l  1 999] because 

now the government wil l  be stronger. When you have a right [wing] government you have 

to have [ laughs] a very strong Supreme Court i f  you want to maintain the j ustice . 
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Meretz Reds 

I asked Meretz activists about their relationship to the party's socialist roots. Questions 

concerning this issue were intended to differentiate somewhat between socialists, social­

democrats and those with a civil rights orientation not necessarily critical of capitalism as 

an economic system. Meretz activists provided a range of responses to questions on 

socialism and class ranging from those influenced by Marxist critiques of capitalism, a 

larger group with social-democratic tendencies, through to defenders of the capitalist status 

quo. Amongst those with a leftist orientation, critiques of class inequalities and 

govenunental and party responses to these were often strident. Racheli accuses Meretz of 

complicity in backing the privatisation of state companies and services while bemoaning 

the popular prejudice against social welfare: 

Racheli: I think that what the most serious problem in Israeli economical issue and the 

problem is that people, especially people in the government and the Knesset are looking to 

the American economy, or the capitalist economy and it's appealing to them. And it's not 

just appealing for them it's appealing for people on the street. People hear privatisation, it 

sotlllds good to them .  They don't understand that it's the opposite of social justice and it' s 

the opposite of any sense of equality or good l ife . . .  People here say .. yeah right, they're 

right they have to cut the deficit of the budget" but they don't understand it's not like an 

overdraft in a personal bank account. . .  sometimes more deficit in the budget means that 

you eau make more growth and more growth then you eau cut. . .  I'm looking for this and 

just saying to myself "God, Marx was right people have false . . .  

D :  Consciousness. 

R :  . . .  They have false consciousness, they hear about privatisation, they hear about cutting 

the budget and they think it's  a good thing and they don't understand that it's bad and it just 

makes me crazy. And I can't see it stop because even Yossi Sarid when he' s  talking about 

economics he's not saying . . .  even close to my opinion . . .  It is far, far away from the 

organised fmancial left . . .  the economical left is moving to the right and no one is . . .  talking 

about the welfare state . . .  I don't  want socialism according to Marx, it's not what I 'm 

looking for. I'm looking for social democracy, I ' m  looking for at least a welfare state. And 

in Israel these days to speak about the welfare state is like to curse. . .  they start talking 
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about you like a bloody communist or something like that.. [Meretz] Platform . . .  it took all 

kind of ideas . . .  mixed them together and something went out on the economical issue . . .  it 

say nothing against privatisation . . .  we know that the person who bought the big industry in 

the big previous privatisation was well connected family . . .  all the rich. 

Following is a section from Meretz' 1 999 platfonn concerning economic issues, and 

then Efrat speaks of the quandary of the left in Israel; that left wing political parties tend to 

appeal to peacenik sectors of the Ashkenazi middle classes while the poor support religious 

parties or secular nationalist parties with neo-liberal economic principles. In truth, it is 

unclear where Meretz stands on economic theory and policy given the 1 999 platform's 

seeming support for privatisation and contradictory social-democratic activism in the 

Knesset with moves such as Ran Cohen's Housing Law, education reform and support for 

abused welfare beneficiaries pointing to a recent change in emphasis to the social sphere. 

" An  open market economy is an important principle, but it may work against 

those who cannot care for themselves, thus intensifying social polarization -

unless society maintains mechanisms for adjustment and intervention . . .  Meretz 

advocates the transfer of enterprises from the government to the public, but is 

opposed to the transfer of all assets and businesses to the ownership of a small 

number of individuals" (Meretz Platfonn 1999:48, 50-5 1). 

Efrat: I was in Meretz and I . . .  didn't have a social ideology that was really left. That was 

last year and then, it sotmds corny, but I read Marx . . .  how he looks at the world and then I 

got interested and I read the manifest ['Communist Manifesto'] and then I became a 

socialist so [laughs] . . .  I just realised there's no such thing. . .  as free choice ... it's a situation 

in Israeli politics that people who are left [wing] . . .  are not the proletarian. The proletarian 

are right so people who are left don't really know a lot about it. . .  every heahhy political 

debate has to be about social subjects and not about the Territories and not about religious 

coercion. So once we have that debate I think Meretz will fit right in on the true left . . .  

D: Social structural change isn't really on the agenda for Meretz either is it? 
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E :  I think i t  i s ;  the Housing Law . . .  and the Educat ion Law . . .  Free education from age 

three . . .  to un iversity. 

Both Ran and Yonatan stand to the left of Meretz on social matters and d isplay a more 

radical understanding of c lass related i ssues and their amel i orat ion:  

D: Were you ever i nterested in  communism? 

Yonatan : Yes . . .  I was involved in some Trotskyist organ isat ion . 

D: What attracted you to those? 

Y: They were more radical in the in t i fada t ime and . . .  h aving more sol idarity with the 

int ifada, l ike in  the school col lect ing c lothes and money . . .  I l iked the connection they made 

benveen the national problem and social problem . I l iked tl1e at1i tude that said, "No, I n  

order to make a change i n  the direction o f  peace you must apply to the workers, the 

working  l i fe on the l evel of talk ing about their problems" . . .  After thi s  I was involved in  . . .  

the anarchist movement but now l was really not doing pol i t ics at al l . . .  I th ink the 

oppression is one on the society . If  it is against Palest in ians, or against workers, or against 

youth, i t's one . . .  I t 's  trying to m le other people . 

Ran: . . .  I ' ve real ly chan ged . . .  I ' m  not a Meretz fan . . .  I ' m  a Hadash fan because when I 

started . . .  to k now more about other parties r real ised U1at Hadash said much, much more . . .  

than Meretz about .  . .  the stu ff I really care and that ' s  economy . . .  I don ' t  th ink that Meretz 

doing enough in the economy . . .  in the base of my ideology l am a socia l ist . . .  Meretz . . .  

doesn' t  think social ist . . .  [ n  [srael . . .  i t  doesn 't work like th is .  Almost everybody i s  

capital ist . . .  I th ink that on ly  Ha dash i s  a social i st party . . .  the state . . .  doesn ' t  gives enough 

opportw1ity for the pobr people . . .  the most important part as I see it is the educat ion .  T l ive 

in the south near Sderot , they don 't have an equal . . .  educat ion as in Tel Aviv, Ra'anana, 

Herzl iya or wherever.  . .  so they don ' t  have the opporhmity . . .  to go where other people go. 

D: Yeah, i t ' s  a class issue as wel l .  

R :  . . .  that ' s  a pure example for lower class and upper c lass and, and about the n on-equal 

opportun i t ies .  
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Danny was the only other interviewee to describe h i mself as a socialist and gives h is 

ideas here on what socialism should look l ike in pract ice: 

Danny: I ' m  a social ist .  . .  1 was ever since I was thirteen. Most of what 1 heard in holidays 

was argues about socialism-communism . . .  Why was I a socialist? Because 1 thought it was 

right. . .  I sti l l  do . . .  Free education, free medica! service, free basic util ities. 

D: Do you believe in . . .  class stmggle for example? 

Dy: Yes and no . . .  I think the classes are pretty mixed these days . . .  I lmow many struggling 

capitalists . . .  and many welt-to-do employees. So it' s kind of mixed but . . .  I sti l l  think that .  . .  

the state should be the ultimate employer . . .  I was pretty much drawn i n  my youth to 

Fabianism . . .  Fabianism used to be the main social-democrat stream in England . . .  it was 

defined as "socialists who can wait" .  It basically means large inheritance taxes, slow 

nationalisation of major factories . . .  I think that if i '  d stuck to the pure socialist part I ' d  be . . .  

i n  a problem with Meretz . Having members in  the Knesset l ike Amnon Rubinstein who' s  

n o t  exactly social ist, I think t hat would b e  a problem. 

Others also took the existence of socio-economic inequality as their starting point for a 

crit ique of society while evincing a less doctrinaire anti-capitalist stand. The extension of 

progressive taxation as a means for lessening income disparities was a common theme, 

while a taint of ant i-welfarism began to appear in the responses of this !:,'TO up: 

Erez: When people get a salary for a month like $50,000 and someone else get something 

l ike . . .  I think that because we are a Jewish cmmtry . . .  we have to be more close one to the 

other . . .  this thing that you're rich too much . . .  

D :  S o  you take more taxes from the richer people? 

E :  Yeah, of course . . .  more than that . . .  people that don' t  work you don't have to pay them 

that they stay at home. You have to go find them a job. 

Roi : So I think the country should give j ust the basic needs and not to  give everybody. To 

give free education i t ' s  basic to give everybody . . .  and there is poor people in the country so 

the country should help them but .  . .  she should help only them. 
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Aviv:  For me capital ism . . .  you have to l im i t  i t . . .  1 bel ieve that man is not only an individual 

each man is  part of a society. And i t's not sol idarity for social justice it 's so l idarity for 

itsel f . .  And here in I srael the social situation is catastrophic because the social  gap is one of 

the b iggest in the Western world .  

G i lad and Tamar both support the  maintenance of a comprehensive welfare system as a 

means of amel iorating the social suffering caused by capi ta l ism, whi le  reject ing changes in  

the economi c  system :  

G i lad: 1 th ink the state should first of  a l l  make sure no  one, as much as it 's possible, go 

beneath a certain level . It shou ldn ' t  interfere too much in what ' s  going on bu t  it should put 

some sort of a lower barrier . . . 1 really don ' t  want us to see th is country something l ike the 

Un i ted States when you have too many homeless people on the streets . 

Tamar: I th ink that there i s  something good about capita l is m  because I th ink that people 

should have the abi l i ty to have a good idea, try to do someth ing witl1 i t, and gain sometl1 ing 

from i t  just because you had a good idea . . .  But yet  I th ink that there shouldn ' t  be ever a 

ch i ld  that doesn ' t  have h is  meals . . .  or a man or a woman that doesn ' t  have a place to sleep, 

or decent salaries, or decent welfare . 

Those J 'zerim and Noar who exp l ic i t ly rejected social ism tended to combine 

recogni t ion of  social inequal i t ies with a cal l  for the extens ion of equal opportuni ti es 

through reform of the education system :  

Omer: I never got in to Marxism . . .  1 'm not a communist and I don 't bel ieve in h i s  views, I 

t h ink that ' s  over the edge . . .  people should have any support they need from the state . 

However, you st i l l  need some fonn of free market, some form of capital ism for people to 

evolve .  If  someone can m ake a lot  of money he has the right to do that bu t .  . .  you . . .  can ' t  

go the other way being completely capital ist and l e t  people die from poverty and h unger 

because someone else can m ake a lot of money . . .  the general means is  just making sure 
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everyone gets the mini m um wage which co-ordinates w ith the way people l ive . . .  I believe 

in education I think that just  reading is very important and if a kid doesn' t have the way to 

read a book, doesn' t  have the physical way to read a book� then something's  wrong . . .  free 

medicine available . I f  someone needs a very complicated surgery, cancer or whatever . . .  

they should get everything they need to be healthy. 

Tal i :  I don' t  l ike the social ism . . .  I think that people . . .  should help therpselves but I th ink 

they have to have the opporttmity . . .  education is the basic because if you get educat ion you 

can get everything . . .  b ut on the other hand i t 's  the obligation of the person to deal with it, 

you can' t  say all the time, "Oh, I'm fucked up. I 'm coming from a bad neighbourhood" .  So 

what? . . .  for me it's easy to say because I 'm really  coming from a ve1y bad area. 

The P u b l ic H o us i ng Law: A Socia l ist  o r  Elitist Pa rty? 

I t  could  be argued that the introduction of a housing law that involves the privat isation 

of state housing hardly constitutes the act of a socialist party. As one Meretz activist put it  

"Margaret Thatcher did t he same thing when she sold off council flats to their tenants .  This 

is  not about Left or R ight" (Jerusalem Post, 2/4/99). However the measures outlined in the 

provision s  of Ran Cohen's Housing Law make it clear that the intent is to alleviate social 

s uffering, in particular the i nsecurity of possible privatisation or future rent b ikes for pub l ic 

tenants by allowing them to own a home of their own and to pass it on to their fam i ly when 

t hey die. The bi l l  is put into i ts proper context through an acknowledgement of the neo­

l iberal tendencies of both major secular p arties and the possibility of a fut ure sale of the 

bi l l ions of dollars worth of housing stocks to the highest bidder - as wjth kibbutz properties . 

With the passage of the bil l  tenants were supposed to be able to b uy their apartments 

for around 1 5 % of their value, but very few had been sold before the freezing of tl1e 

legislation by the govemment.  The implementation of a watered down version by the 

Netanyahu administration had l ittle effect as Israeli b ureaucratic cultu re intervened with 

Amidar (the state company in charge o f  most p ublic housing) employees stymieing tenant 

efforts to buy their apmtments in order not to p ut themselves out of work (Jerusalem Post, 

4/2/99). Despite mention of a rettm1 to the original  l egis lation in the 1 999 coalition 
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agreement between Meretz and Labour, Barak: also stonewalled and the issue became one 

of many that Meretz felt a sense of frustration and even betrayal over in internal coalition 

politics. 

The tenants themselves are largely poor Sephardim, a group traditionally extremely 

antipathetic to Meretz which they view as an Ashkenazi elitist party, too keen to give up 

integral parts of Eretz Yisrae/ to the Arabs. Ran Cohen is Sephardi and Meretz activists 

confided that he is the only Meretz MK able to 'press the flesh' with Sephardi voters in poor 

areas of cities such as Jemsalem that have been largely devoid of Meretz branches and 

activities in the past. The Jerusalem Post (2/4/99) reported that, in the wake of Meretz' 

championing of the Public Housing Bill, party branches had appeared in poor 

neighbourhoods in Ashdod, Kiryat Gat, Holo� Jerusalem, Tel Aviv and ten other cities. 

This may well be the case but 1 saw httle evidence of active support from the Sephardi poor 

during the 1 999 election campaign. 

We held a rally in a public  housing project in Ashdod attended largely by Meretz Noar 

and Tzerim, though I did see a number of locals holding Meretz signs and flags. The 

inhabitants of the neighbourhood, many of whom were ultra-Orthodox, watched 

distrustfully from their balconies as the Meretz MKs spoke in the square below. However 

the usual extreme animosity encountered in daily activism from Sephardim and right 

wingers was totally absent from this march and rally . 

The Asbdod march gets underway 



280 

A community worker interviewed for a Jerusalem Post (2/4/99) article on the Public 

Housing Law and it's impact on Sephardi attitudes towards Meretz explained that, "Many 

of these people still have a hard time warming up to Meretz, but I would say that, at least to 

a certain extent, they don't hate Meretz like they used to". Ran Cohen was effusive in 

praising public housing tenants; "They've figured out how to survive with hard1y anything, 

in the face of the worst difficulties. They know more than 70 professors with all the degrees 

in the world" (Jerusalem Post, 2/4/99). In 2000 he was forced to champion a watered down 

version of the legislation offering discounted sales of between 30-60% percent dependent 

on the length of tenant tenure (Haaretz, 6/1/00). Racheli accuses Meretz of paternalism in 

its efforts concerning state housing: 

Racheli: . . .  the Ran Cohen Law, it's an important law but it makes no s<X.'ial change and 

actually Meretz has no openness for people that are different than what Meretz is used to 

see . . .  they are patronising people . . .  

D: [intermpts] In what way are they patronising people? 

R :  . .  . it wasn't like "OK, let' s go and let's call the people in the neighbourhood and let's 

together make the change". "We're coming to save you, poor people" . God 1 hate . . .  these 

things really, it will never work . . .  Meretz is behaving like an elite. 

I do not agree entirely with Racheli's critique. On social issues Meretz seems to face 

An Ashdod Sephardi housing tenant 
waves the Meretz flag 

criticism regardless of what it does. Public 

consultation has never been a strong suit of any 

party in Israeli politics and the legislation, as 

introduced, constituted a progressive and far­

reaching solution to the insecurities facing the 

weakest sector of Jewish-Israeli society. The 

opposition of the Treasury and recurrent 

governments to the Jaw serve to underline the 

importance of the bill both to the state (in 

terms of lost assets and revenue) and to residents 
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of the I I 0 ,000 housing uni ts  involved . The Law was also pol i t ica11y prudent wi th  Haaretz 

( I  3/8/99) est imating that  Meretz gained an extra seat in 1 999 through votes from the 

Sephardi poor. 

The party cont in ues to be seen as el it ist by a majority of young activists .  I n  the first 

excerpt below Yonatan talks of Meretz' associat ion with the a l leged bohemian cul ture of  

Shenk in  S treet, which has replaced nearby D izengorff Street in  Te l  Aviv as  a symbol for 

rel igious a11d other social conservat ives of the degenerative influence of Western consumer 

culture: 

D :  Do you think it 's the party of the rich and i ntel l igent or . . .  

Yonatan :  Not the rich, l ike the m iddle class . . .  i t 's to have a Westem image, Ashkenazi . 

Because i t's very connected to Shenkin Sh·eet . . .  

D :  I s  i t  materialist cul ture? 

Y: Yeah material ist and free . L ike l iberal ,  more l ike the Uni ted States, more or less . 

Yaron : . . .  a lot of people here . . .  get ant i  t alk ing abut social issues because parties l ike Shas 

sort of c laimed that as their own flag . . .  I think Meretz' electorate is not ready to do th is .  

One of the  biggest problems with Meretz, and th is  just came out  ful l-blown i n  one of the  . . .  

Meretz board meet ing  . . .  Meretz is a member of  the Social ist I nternat ional and . . .  they 're 

observers at the Liberal lntemational . . .  One of  t he reasons left ists in Meretz wi l l have a 

very hard t ime push ing the soc ial agenda is that even i f  a lot of. . .  Meretz members do 

bel i eve they have a social agenda, they're not l i beral they ' re st i l l . . .  upper c lasses. You 

know i t ,  it just doesn 't  look right when you 're s it t ing . . .  i n  your b ig house and you 're saying 

that we should give more to the poor. 

Noam: Most of the rich people, most of the capita l i sts t hey vote for Meretz . . .  or for the 

Labour Party. 

0: So do you think that Meretz i s  a b i t  of an el i te party then ? 

N :  Yeah,  of course . . .  i t ' s  an e l i te party . . .  the people here are what we cal l  i n  Hebrew the 

·mimsad ['establ ishment'] . . .  the o ld e l ites here . . .  here at  Meretz they are not . . .  the big 
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money . . .  not the nouveau riches but here are . . .  the most integral part . . .  of the government, 

and a lso let' s  say the big officials something l ike these professors in the university. 

Despite it's largely 'Ahusal' leadership and electorate, Meretz has been increasingly 

active in Knesset with regard to social issues. A brief s urvey of newspaper cl ippings 

between 2000 and 2002 sees Meretz opposing state budgets due to cuts in social welfare 

and bringing no confidence m otions i n  the government over the same when i n  opposition ; 

championing prison refonn and a rise in the m inimum wage; introducing le&ris lation to give 

50% d iscounts to senior citizens on public util ity bills; and focusing ministerial budgets on 

education reforms and poverty al leviation programmes i n  development towns, poor 

neighbourhoods and the Arab sector (Jerusalem Post, 5 /5/00; Haaretz, 1 0/5/0 1 ;  Haaretz, 

7/6/02 ; Haaretz, 20/9/0 1 ). Perhaps this places the party at variance with the class interests 

of its overwhelmingly m iddle c lass e lectorate but while the party is st j l l  on the peacenik left 

of the Zionist movement and the Occupation remains a primary concern it is l ikely to retain 

at least the n1mp of peacenik support i t  was reduced to in 2003 . The retention of this 

support base following a putat ive peace settlement with the Palestinians relies on the party 

becoming far more active on kulturkampf issues, as the meteoric rise of Shinui  has shown. 

It is unlikely that Sephardim wil l  ever vote for Meretz in large numbers as, regardless of its 

social activism, the party wi l l  remain the embodiment - alongside Labour - of the loathed 

Ahusal elite. Cunently positions in M eretz' leadership are only avai lable to pmty-swapping 

MKs and those a lready in Knesset, allowing no polit ical base to pretenders from poor 

neighbourhoods and development towns. 

Flower-Child reo? 

Environmentalism is one of M eretz' 'flags'. It is something of an ideological poor 

cousin with the party and most activists viewing environment problems as both important 

and postponable until after the resolutiOJ? of more pressing securi ty, civil and human rights, 

and social concerns. Meretz' environmental ism springs from the party's l iberal tendency . 

Appeals tend to be couched i n  the language of the civil rights movement and are highly 

critical of past and present government's acquiescence to commercial interests: 
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Meretz insists on the basic right of every individual to l ive in a healthy, 

harmonious environment . . .  S ince its i nception, the S tate of Israel has priorit ized 

development and economic i nterest at the expense of environmental concerns. 

The consequences are manifest :  r ivers of sewage, mountains of garbage and 

refuse, contaminated aquifers, industrial pol lut ion , noise pollut ion, enormous 

destruction of natura l resources on sea and land, as wel l  as loss of open spaces to 

wasteful and thoughtless development projects (Meretz Plat form 1 999 : 9 ]  ) . 

Yossi Sarid was the first Min ister of the Environment i n  the 1 992- 1 996 Rabin/Peres 

government - a ministry created, at least i n  part, at Meretz' behest. His tenure is described 

by many Meretzniks as a golden period for the furtherance of environmental concerns 

alt hough none could provide me wi th speci fic examples of his ach ievements in that office : 

Rache l i :  He  was the first Environmen tal M inister . . .  he bu i l t  this office, he asked for this 

issue which was . . .  quite a move in  i tsel f. . .  without doing anything afterward . And he 

d idn 't  solve big . .  environmental issues in  I srael but  he put  i t  into the consideration, which 

is quite an important thing and now no one wou .ld  th ink to cancel the, the Ministry of  the 

Environment . . .  which is the big step for I srael I th ink in this issue. 

Boaz: I th ink that in the previous Knesset when Yossi Sarid was a member of the Knesset 

he did a lot . . .  And in the opposit ion he d id  a lot as a Knesset member . . .  But I don ' t  t h ink 

that . .  there is anybody i n  the Knesset . . .  that rea l ly takes care of those issues and he k ind 

of left a hole . . .  after him and that' s very bad, i t 's  very risky for Meretz to neglect that . .  . 

There isn ' t  much environment here to begin with, it ' s  a very crowded country and you . .  . 

also have to understand where i t's coming from because . . .  there was this ideology of  I 

bui ld ing .  

Boaz refers to the Zionist understanding of  nation-bui ld ing as a pnmary n at ional 

priority , a mindset that is sti l l  difficul t  to overcome given the perceived demographic  and 

geographic threat posed by the growing Israel i and West Bank Palest in ian populat ions.  

With a vast array of Meretz youth  activit ies associated with kulturkamp.f and peace 

act iv i t ies there is l i t t le t ime or energy left for environmenta l campaigns. I did d i scern a 
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greater interest and involvement in environmental protection in the Noar, some of whom 

acted to physically prevent the constmction of the Trans-lsrael Highway. Several parties 

attempted to stop the construction of this highway but Meretz was the most prominent in 

protest activities. One of the more bizarre experiences of my fieldwork period came at an 

anti-Trans-Israel Highway ral ly where a NRP MK spoke out against the road's 

environmental impact and called for the creation of a movement of 'gree n  kippas' [national­

rel igious] to work in concert with pro-environmentalist  groups to a bemused crowd 

dominated by Tel Aviv peaceniks used to seeing him on the other side ot1 the barricades. 

B elow, Yossi speaks of his interest in the environment and opposition to the H ighway, 

and reiterates the problems facing the 'green' movement in I srael mentioned above. Amir 

then describes a typical Meretz environmentalist activity; descending on a beach with large 

Meretz trash sacks to clean up for a few hours. I participated in two beach clean-ups during 

the 1 999 election can1paign: 

Yossi: . . .  you can say that I ' m  very green . . .  that ' s  a very strong part for me . . .  Yossi 

Sarid . . .  these issue is very close to him b ut . . .  I know he doesn ' t  have enough time to deal 

with it . right now. There is a demonstration this Saturday that he's coming to i t .  . .  as a 

representative . . .  against . . .  Yisrael the . . .  

D :  Trans-Israel Highway in English. 

Y:  And I '  m extremely against i t  . . .  there are . . .  many k inds of pollution and I don't  think . . .  

any of it  . . .  i s  being real ly treated in  really a serious way; air, land and sea, and water. I t 's  

not .  And Zehava Gal on is  doing a l ittle bit on this subject but . . .  not  much and for me . . .  

they ' re not doing much . . .  i t's because these problems seem very, you know, "OK we 

have . . .  the peace, we have soldiers being k illed in Lebanon . . .  we have the religious people 

they want money and all that and then the 'green', OK, OK, sometime we'l l  do that" .  B ut 

they don ' t  realise that the amount of people that are dying . . .  from these problems not being 

treated . . .  We' re not talking about all  the problems with animals . . .  I used to act a little bit 

on that subject b ut unfortunately I don ' t  h ave the time. 
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Amir :  . . .  we d id  all kinds of stuff in Herzliya3 7  and we went to the beach and we started 

cleaning t h ere with Meretz sh irts. And people were real ly i mpressed because they n ever see 

M eretz do anyth ing about the environ ment and then they see. So 1 th ink it mainly depends 

on . . .  the youth movements doing stuff. . .  you do see us all o ver the country doing stuff l i ke 

that every once i.n a whi l e .  

Sel f-Crit ic ism or  Self-Eviscera tion ?  

Throughout the world left wing m ovements have a propensity for internal crit ic ism and 

schism . This  i s  understandable given that the individuals attracted to  such part ies tend to  be 

ideologica l l y  h ighly motivated and are thus easily d isappo inted by the comprom ise inherent 

in pol it ics and the general absence of h i gh principle among i ts true proponents. Both Tzerim 

and Noar expressed disappoi ntment at the comprom ises made by the party in coa l i t i on, but 

th is  unease was particularly palpable among the Noar probably due to the greater 

experience of Tzerim in  the i nternal pol i tick i ng and inevitable coal i t ion k owtowing of the 

party. The l ine between healthy griping and damaging self-crit ic ism - test ifying to 

fundamen tal l.laws with the leadersh ip and constitution of the party - is difficul t  to draw and 

I wi l l  not attempt to do so here, but i t  seems l ikely that where the same cri t ic isms on m ajor 

issues are repeated by a large n umber of committed party activists, grievance can tum from 

d isappoin tm e n t  to mass d isassociation and t h is seems to have taken p lace to a ce1tain  extent 

w i th Meretz. 

We h ave discussed above activist disappointments w ith regard to specific m atters 

directly related to ideology, here we wi l l  briefly survey other common cri t icisms of Meretz 

before launch ing a discussion on the most damagi ng; al legat ions of corrupt ion.  Speak i n g  i n  

1 999, Rani correctly predicts that Meretz wil l  J ose a large nwnber of seats i n  the 2003 

elections due to i ts  tlh w i l l ingncss to take radical pos i ti o ns on matters of i mport to i ts 

electorate :  

Ron i :  . . .  the Labor Party now cal ls themselves l ike I srael One . . .  and I bel ieve Meretz i s  

becomi n g  l i k e  I srael Two . . .  the Green Party, the Yerukim, are m uch m ore involved i n  

ecology matters . Tom my Lapid o f  S h i n u i  hates rel igious people much m ore than us . The 

3 7  C i ty changed to protect identity.  
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weed patty is much more cooler than us . . .  Ha dash are much more left wing than us.  We 

don ' t  have any opinion i n  the Jemsalem issue . . .  the only thing that Meretz has to suggest is 

l ike "Well we' re not Israel One" . . .  at the next elect ions I ' m  not so sure that there will  be . . .  

more than three or four mandates 

Boaz, Moshe and Efiat criticise the party's leadership as a gerontocracy bent on self­

preservation rather than the ideological and pragmatic rej uvenation of Meretz. The failure 

to allow tl1e passage of youth to leadership positions is a common complaint amongst 

Tzerim and Noar, backed by the fact that the p redomi nance of youth activists is not 

recognised wiiliin ilie official bodies o f  ilie party wiili Tzerie and Noar receiving only 30% 

of the vote in the Counci l  and Conference and less on the more important Board. 

Boaz: You can ' t  have a party . . .  that its target is young people having o ld leadership and 

that would have to change . . .  Yossi Sarid . . .  is l ike one of the oldest K nesset members . . .  it's 

not about ageism it's j ust that he's  been in there so long. And of course he has a lot of 

experience. However it doesn' t  allow for change and new ideas and new concepts . . .  this . . .  

rej uvenation process is needed i n  a party. I don' t  think that ' s  good. 

D: How does Meretz need to change? 

Moshe : . . .  I think that it is i mportant th;;tt some new leadersh ip, young leadership will  grow 

inside Meretz so that i t  will be possible to replace Y ossi Sarid eventually . . .  Meretz used to 

be a young party and the people who were young grew older and younger people did not 

come. 

By 1 999 there was a pervasive sense that the Tzerim and Noar were taking a necessary 

appositional role within Meretz to prevent the party from abrogat ing it's responsibi l it ies as 

an i deologically committed movement : 

Ariel :  I th in k  that Meretz could raise 1 5  mandates if they only say what they . . .  really mean 

by doing things . . .  it 's not Meretz, i t 's  ilie youth of Merelz who really protect it.  
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Raz: I understand that when a party ' s  in coal i t i on it needs to accommodate i tself and be 

pragmatic. H o wever, Meretz in both t i mes it  was part of the coal i t ion, in ' 92 and now, 

makes far too many concessions . . .  they expelled 450 Palest in ians to Lebano n .  And then 

when the entire party considered to let Shula Aloni leave the [Education] Mini stry . . .  And 

t h ey never . . .  advanced any laws regarding gay issues. I am completely totally disappoi nted 

at thei r  i mpotence . . .  they are in coal i t ion as chickens . . .  I th ink that you can be part of the 

c oal it ion, be pragmatic, be clever, and st i l l  be adamant with your i deology and principles.  

And if your ideology is to promote gay equal rights or, if you wan t  to say, gay l i beration 

e ither you don ' t  go in to government with S h as or you say to Shas or whomever your 

partners are "These are my principles" . . .  If J don ' t  [see] . . .  personnel changes in the party I 

w i l l  not vote for Meretz. 

Is M eretz Corru pt? 

Meretz prides itself on being a party free o f  the corruption that  pervades many poli t ical 

part ies in Israel . The image of Meretz. as an un impeachably 'clean' party is vital to its 

e lectoral success as any taint of  cormption would be seized upon by the m edia and rival 

p arties as a sign of ethical d egeneration and gross hypocrisy given the pmiy's forthright 

stance on vice.  

My intention in ask ing Meretz act ivists whether cormption exists i n  t h e  pcuiy was to 

see how al legat ions or actual  occasions of such improprie t ies would act on ident ification 

with Meretz as an identity community,  rather t han to invest igate the party itse lf  for possible 

m oral turpi tude.  However, the prevalence of corruption al legations made by act ivists, the 

obvious desire of many to re late t hese to me,  and the damaging i mpact of  perceived 

corruption o n  ident i fication witJ1 Meretz requ i res an exami n ation of these accusations w ith 

regards to their i mpact on continued affil iation.  In re lat i n g  the accusations of corruption 

below l have made a part icular effort to h i de lhe ident i t ies of informants and of those 

accused changing locat ions and even detail s  o f  events in  order t o  avoid the ident ification of 

those i nvol ved whi le  giving as close an approximation as possible of the a l legations made. 

AJI names are excised and replaced w i th randomly selected letters, the a uthor reta in ing D. 

I make no c laims here as to the lTuth,  or o therwise, of the charges made. 
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The most striking aspect for me i n  interviewee responses to the question "Is Meretz 

corrupt" ,  was that very few answered in the negative, and if they did so sought to deny the 

existence of graft by referring to extant allegations as examples of normal party poli ticking, 

and through reference to the perceived corruption of other parties, i nd ividuals, and I sraeli 

politics and society in general .  In the first excerpt C answers by referring to the exp ulsion 

of MK Dedi Zucker from the party fol lowing charges of financial i mpropriety: 

C: . . .  people here are very aware of that [corruption] and are very carefu l . . .  not to get dirty. 

I mean, one of the flags that Meretz holds . . .  is fighting against conuption and people here 

know that this is the thing that can totally, totally ki l l  them . . .  we had one Knesset member 

that got entangled, Dedi Zucker, he was a wonderful Knesset member . . .  he got paid by 

'Camera Obscura', which is a school for the Arts in Tel Aviv and he shouldn't have, a 

Knesset member shouldn' t  get another salary. He got into this tJ1ing that was like not 

entirely legal and . . .  he wasn ' t  being  prosecuted or anything because it wasn ' t  l ike that 

important or that much of money or anything . . .  i t  was enough for him not to be chosen. 

D :  So iliat' s  why he left to form the Greens, or to lead the Greens? 

C: Yeah, yeah, he wasn' t  elected. 

Both A and B reject the possibility that Meretz is corrupt, although A equivocates 

somewhat while rel ating to a common perception within Meretz that if sleaze exists it is 

insign i ficant in comparison with other parties. He argues that allegat ions arise furough the 

greater sensitivity of Meretzniks to the issue: 

A: I would not say iliat there is corruption in Meretz. There are things that you always have 

in politics l ike clifferent groups which are against each oilier. . .  And deals and all iliis stuff 

bu t  not really corruption . 

B :  I think basically the people who come to Meretz are more honest . . .  and they talk about 

these values . . .  you can' t  say they're not, they' re . . .  politicians, but i t's less corrupt .  
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I n  his in terview, E told me that com1pt ion exists i n  Meretz and when he found out 

about it ;  "I  l iked i t " .  He believes that Meretzniks are seen by others as ytfe ne.fesh 

[ 'b eautiful  souls ' ] and said that when you get to k now what the party is real ly  l ike  you see 

that  coiTuption exists . E wen t  o n  to argue that for "l ittle pol i ticians" com1ption qual i fies 

you for h igher office as it shows an abi l ity to handle the h igher stage. Pol i tics is  

comprom ise; "What 1 get for giving you tJ1 is, and that ' s  how i t  should be" .  E 's  response 

shocked me at the t i me due to its bruta l honesty and Jack of conde mnat ion.  lt  speaks to a 

pol i t ical pragmatism that I d idn't  expect to find i n  Meretz with regard to com1ption.  

F explains why Meretz cannot a l low cotTup tion to tlu·ive within the m ovement and 

gives the examp le of member buying by m oneyed candidates for i ntemal party positions as 

an example of contemporary i mproprieties, wh i le denouncing the party's l eadership as 

being primari ly m otivated by self-in terest . G explains why 'buying' voters and employing 

campaign workers is vital  for gai n ing pol itical clout .in  a party the size of Meretz: 

F: . . .  the problem is that Meretz cannot afford i tself to be j ust l ike any other party, whether 

in I srael or the worl d .  You can ' t  strive for peace and fight for social justice and equality . . .  

i f  you don ' t  have your conscience l ike pure . . .  That' s a basic issue and unfortunately Meretz 

has gone a long, long way fro m  what I want to see . . .  the leaders in Meretz, the only care 

they have is about themselves. They don 't  have any care about others . . .  i t ' s  a show, it ' s  a 

game . . .  they are announc ing and cal l ing for certaiJl val ues but undemeath i t  they don ' t  

e ven care about it . . . 1 wou ld expect that the m ajority o f  the people i n  Meretz would be 

d i fferent .  f '  m sorry to say i t 's not . . .  one of my m istakes was that . . .  I ' ve had a belief that . . .  

i n  Meretz, t J1at people who are involved i n  pol i t ics, o f  course they are ideahst ic .  And 1 was 

very surpr ised to find out that m ost of them are not . . .  J t 's very problematic because there ' s  

t h i s  huge gap betweet� the i mage and the actual state . . .  A n d  m y  fear i s  that if  Meretz gets 

c orrupted it won' t  be dist inguished from any other party . . .  there was a dispute at Meretz 

regarding the fee, the member fee . . .  how m uch a Meretz mem ber would need to pay on a n  

annual basis. S o m e  of t h e  leaders i n  Meretz i ns isted that the fee would b e  reduced from 60 

shekels ann ua l ly to 30 shekels annual ly . Think about it, 60 shekels annually, every month 

j ust  to pay five shekels . . .  Now we need t o  d i stinguish between the publi c  p urpose and 

what' s the u nderneath purpose. So t he publ ic purpose was that  we need M eretz to be 
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stronger and wider, and people need to join from all parts of the country, from all parts of 

society, etc., etc . The underneath source was that if people . . .  pay for other people then they 

could get more people to be members and that would increase their power . . .  the parallel 

action to that decision was to allow people to pay cash money. Now if you are able to pay 

cash money, if you have 30,000 shekels . . .  you can put I ,000 people . . .  member, that 's  a lot 

of power. 

G: . . .  money has a lot of impact in Meretz. If you have money to have people lobbying for 

you when you run . . .  for primaries election . . .  i f  you want to get elected from the local 

branches you've got to get as many people as you can to become Meretz members . . .  so 

they ' ll vote for you . . .  if you have a lot of money then . . .  you don't have to work and you 

can spend your money getting people to m itpaked ['recruit'fmember'], and when the 

Council comes round you could give people nice shiny postcards of you saying . . .  this is 

my agenda, this is  me, and i t  helps. 

H speaks of a related phenomenon, alleging the false declaration of candidacies for 

Conference and Council positions in the formation of faction l ists : 

H: . . .  when we had the Haifa city . . .  e lections what was it the Moatza [Council] the Veida 

[Conference] , the elections two months ago faked some candidacies . He submitted people ' s  

names without asking them . . .  "Yes, I am a member o f  Meretz. I never wanted, and I do not 

want to be part of its institutions for a variety of reasons. I was shocked to find my name" , 

and in  at least one or two cases " I  was elected to be on the Moatza or the Veida against my 

will " .  He not only violated Meretz laws, regulations but . . .  criminal law . . .  taking the 

identi ty of somebody else . . .  teaches me at least a lesson that when you get some power you 

want more power and if you want more power it necessitates using unlawful, or unethical, 

or j ust unfriendJy means. And so i t's corrupt .  

I n  our  final excerpt, K gives an example of perceived vote buying, with new members 

signed up who do not support Meretz through the largesse of a particular faction in order 
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for that faction to win internal e lections in a major party branch. She fini shes by accusing 

the head of the party of ignoring the democratic norms of the party. 

K: . . .  who go to development towns . . .  when they had38, you know. And he helped them, 

she brought them food and then . . .  she brought t hem to Meretz to be members . . .  

D :  Most of them wouldn ' t  be natural left, would they, they' d  be Shasnikim? 

K :  Yeah, they came to vote for Yael to chairman of Sn[l Hai fa and . . .  they shouted at us 

" Yo u  son of a bitch Meretz, you smolm1it ['lefty']", and tlley can1e to vote for Meretz. 

What ' s  goi ng on, i t ' s  amazing.  When we have intemal elections . . .  To pay people that they 

can be members, if t hey don' t  have any money or if they don ' t  want. To pay for this .  You 

have to l ie . . .  We have the Hok Ha Takanon, the book of rules, OK? So in t his book they say 

t hat Yossi Sarid had the right to bri n g  five more people to the Hanhalah. So he bring n i ne 

more nan1es even though it is against the regulations. But he' s  the king, he can do whatever 

he wants . . .  he brought names of people who were in the elect ions and got 20 votes  . . .  it was 

very dirty, I didn' t  think he'd do something like this .  

I cannot relate with any ce1t i tude to the charges of vote and membership buying above 

except to note that such accusat ions are so common that t hey must have a significant 

i mpact on the commitment of ideological ly  motivated act ivists to the party. This was borne 

out for me i n  the fact that a number of friends 1 worked with in  Meretz in 1 999 had become 

so disenchanted with the party that they decided not to vote Meretz in the next e lection.  For 

some this decis ion had already been made by the t ime I came to interview them i n  2 000. 

Second-hand reports from tlwse who attended internal i n vestigations into irregu larit ies 

portrayed the relevant body as administering very l ight censures to those found gui l ty of 

graft and seeking tb  keep vestiges of com1ption dangerous to the party from being 

p ubl icised . 1 m ake no claims as to the veracity of this  i mage having never sat in  on a 

meeting of t h is body but t he appearance of irresolution and impotence i n  punishi n g  

i mproprieties i s  itsel f  damagin g  t o  activist identification with Meretz. 

In closing, it is important to note that I believe Meretz to be a committed, 

i deologically-mot ivated party, relat ively free from the corruption that disfigures the Israeli 

38 Detai ls changed and excised to protect identity. 
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body poli t ic .  As a recent activist and supporter of Meretz it is my eamest hope that the 

a iring of the grievances mentioned above will lead to a renewed sensitiv ity to the damage 

done to the party as an identity community by perceived inactivity w ith regards to 

preventing com1ption. 

Me retz and Jewish Identity Politics 

Polit ical parties are powerful bodies with regard to culture identity politics in societies 

where ethnicity is both controversial and a basis for cla i ms against tlie state. Where this 

competition produces systematic dysfunction and kulturkampf the party as ident i ty 

communi ty becomes a defining characteristic of the political landscape and pol itical parties 

become powerful engines of cultural production looked to by their voters not just  for the 

pw·suance of their social and economic interests but also for a reified extrapolation and 

representation of self and community. This is i ncreasingly true of lsraeli politics which has 

seen an explosion of etlmo-pol i t ics since the 1 980s and the redrawing of pol itical 

boundaries to more accurately ret1ect etlmic divisions and differing kulturkampf interests 

within Jewish-Israeli society. 

Meretz itself is a representative of a secular Jewish i dent ity poli tics that has existed i n  

a n  unbroken l ine from the Haskala t o  the present and stil l  reflects the desires of the first 

reformers to create a new Jew w ith a specific identity both at hannony with and 

differentiated from an idealised i mage of progressive 'Westem' p luralistic liberalism . The 

party, both in a conscious and unconscious manner, re-presents for its adherents an 

tmderstanding of a Jewish self and community as intel lectual , cultured, Ashkenazi, 

determinedly secularist, l iberal-progressive, peacenik and righteous . It is in this sense that 

we can understand the party as both an engine of cultural identity production in helping to 

maintain a self-aware identity community, and as a representative of this community's 

in terests. Meretz has played a key role in the shaping and reassertion of a mil i tantly secular 

Jewish identity in confl ict with religious and traditionalist particuJaristic Jewish identity 

polit ics. 

However, we should not overstate the impact of one organisation on society . Meretz is 

more a product of i ts mi l ieu t han a creative factor therein, fill ing the vacuum left by the 

death of Labour-Zionist ideology. The party's existence is predicated upon the growing 
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opposi t ion of many s ecular I srael is  t o  the  Occupati o n  and perceived rel i gious coercion. 

Meretz' 2003 election defeat shows that a large sector of th is  publ ic no longer v iews the 

party as able to act forceful ly on these issues. As we have seen fro m  activist responses to 

questions on the party, even t he staun c hest supporters o f  any political patty often have a 

love-hate relationshi p  t hereto, an att i tude that seems particularly true of Meretz voters who 

tend to come from the more h ighly e ducated, cri ti ca l ly reflexive sector of society whose 

expectat ions have met many reverses since the party's formation . 

I asked interview part icipants directly whether Meretz is playing a part in creating a 

new form o f  Jewish i dent i ty, with most arguing in the negat ive - a n  estimation I disagree 

wit h .  What was i nt eresting from m an y  responses was that i nterviewees tended to see 

iden t i ty production as an important ro le for tJ1 e  party but believed that the party was not 

doing enough on th is .  Some bridled at the mention of Jewish identi ty, preferring t hat the 

party act to create a n ew Israeli  iden t i ty .  Moshe and Noam were forthright i n  rejecting the 

possib i l i ty of Meretz playing a part i n  Jewish identity production: 

Moshe: r don ' t  t h i n k  so.  l th ink that probably m any people said to  you that yes is  the 

answer but I th ink U1at i t  is an arrogant answer. Meretz is  a pol i ti cal party and it  has a 

pol i t ical agenda, not creating new social and identity.  

Noa m :  No, no . . .  they have no idea about this .  

Amnon and Naaman disagree, though they prefer that Meretz become act ive i n  the area 

of Israel i  identity pol i t ics .  Naaman seems to confuse Jewish and T srael i ,  i magin ing the two 

as virt ual ly synonymous, with t h e  perceived d i fference being that Jewish i dentity 

necessari l y  has a rel igi6us dimension : 

Amnon : I don ' t  th ink so .  I think it 's more involved in maybe shaping a new Israeli  person 

with its pol i tical v iews, and making t hem a real i ty,  encouraging different ways for the 

general public to bel ie ve in them, to fol l ow them and t o  make them effect. 
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Naaman: Not a new Jewish identity, a new Israeli identity, the "secular, intel ligent Jew" .  

Even Meretz ' s  identity has a rel igious aspect. 

In the excerpts below Ehud relates his belief that Meretz is doing little with regards to 

identity, while Idan talks of Meretz as representing in  itsel f  a comprehensive re-imagining 

of Jewish identity in  the spirit of the nations founding fathers : 

' 
D :  Is Meretz p laying a pari in creating a new fonn o f  Jewish identity? 

Ehud: I think it has the potential . . .  I have no doubt that one day this is going to be one o f  

the m ajor fields . . .  [where] Meretz i s  going to be a major player. But a t  the moment . . .  I 

don' t  think it's s uch a major factor. 

Idan: I told you, there is no new Jewish man,  there is nothing l ike that, there is only new 

J udaism. And I think that Meretz is the new J udaism . . .  if you could talk to Ben Gurion 

today and you asked him . . .  which group in Israel symbolise what he wanted to do in this 

country he would not say A vodah he would say Meretz. 

Yaron argues, in the spirit of the Haskala, that the creation of an a Jtemative secular 

identity is vital for preventing discord and incongruence between the modem world and 

Jewish identity poli tics. The conviction that religio-traditional identi ty and lifestyles are 

incompatible with the modem age is prevalent within Meretz : 

Yaron: No, not really . . .  not enough. 

D: Do you think i t's got the possibil ities. 

Y: Definite ly . . .  these are the alternatives as I see them now; you have your very religious­

Orthodox communi ty which is  difficult for people who want to l ive in the twenty-first 

century because . . .  it's just pretty outdated the way I see it. 

A vi sees the expansion of the public's understanding of the legitimate Jewish i dentity 

community to encompass secular Jews as a vital role for the party to play, both in  affi1ming 

secular Jewish self-identity and in propounding an alternative vision of what it is to be 
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Jewish. Yossi g ives concrete examples of how Meretz M Ks have been act ive i n  identi ty 

poli t ics, wh i l e  recognis ing the h igh ly  individuated nature of ident ity: 

Avi :  Yeah but  not enough because . . .  Meretz has to reach for the . . .  recogni t ion,  yeah . That 

we are Jewish, not rel igious, but we are Jewish as much as anyone else and to say it to the 

public, and to ourselves the member [of the] party and . . .  really to start to bui ld . . .  a non­

rel igious . . .  strong identi ty that we are Jewish, we are tmre l igious and we study, we respect 

Jewish h is tory and . . .  a l l  that 's connected . . .  because we are inte l lectual ly open. And we 

want the Jewish to know our part of the h is tory. So to do seminars about i t ,  to have talks 

about i t .  . .  We don ' t  do it enough and I ' m  very sorry about i t . . .  we have to do more i n  order 

that more people wi l l  th i nk  t hat i t 's not to be, "He's  a rabbi so he' s Jewish and I ' m  not a 

rabbi so I ' m  not Jewish . He knows about rel igious and he can tel l me what to do". 

Y os si : I ' m not sure . . .  if Meretz as a party but the individuals in Meretz . . .  I ike myself and I 

guess many of the other people you in terviewed, each one of us has . . .  h is  way of viewing 

the subject . . .  Maybe i f  you are a member of Knesset or i f  you have a lo t  of influence to 

h undreds, thousands and, and more . 

D :  So you can represent t hose people more? 

Y: Represent or chaJlge . . .  their way of th ink ing . . .  the ident i ty i ssue . . .  I th ink if you ask a l l  

ten members [of  Knesset] each one of them . . .  t here wi l l  be . . .  some di fferences . . .  Meretz 

represents . . .  the secular pa1t . . .  to be Jewish first of  a l l  you are Jewish, second of a l l  you 

don ' t  have to be a re l igious . . .  you can connect and i t's important . . .  ami Yoss i Sarid says as 

the Min ister of Educat ion that i t 's important that k ids in .Israel wi l l  be connected to the 

Bible and . . .  to the Jewish tradit ion . . .  not from . . .  the rel igious side, from the cultural s ide. 

So l th ink . . .  that ' s  basical ly the main idea but . . .  everyone has h is di fferent ways . . .  of 

seeing these things. 

Their Jewish ident i ty i s  important to both Aviv and Ariel .  Aviv relates h is  surprise and 

pleasw-e at finding out that so many fel low activists were deeply in terested in Jewish 

ident i ty and explains how the right wing has tried to paint Meretz as ant i-Jewish due to the 

pa1ty's oppos i t ion to re l ig ious coercion, with some success. With the new c ivi l  re l ig ion's 
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ethnocentri c  emphasis have come efforts to reh·act the l imits of Israeli political legit imacy 

from the 'Zionist consensus' to excise non-Jews and those opposed to the new particularistic 

orientation. 

Aviv :  I knew that for Israelis from my generation being a Jew is not so a big issue . . .  

Sometimes I think . .  it's more true with Meretz people but I did meet Meretz people who 

were like me. Meretz people who were . . .  born here in Israel and . . .  for them being Jewish . . .  

was something importan t . . .  they do h ave a kind o f  Jewish feeling even i f  they are left 

wingers . . . that ' s  the wrong image of Meretz in the reli gious and right wing population, that 

Meretz, the party or the people, we don' t  care about our Jewishness . But no, we do care 

about our Jewishness but in a different way and we want to be Jewish a nd human . . .  it's 

really hard because someti mes when you ' ve heard some of the right wing leaders in  Israel 

they give you the feeling that for them being Jewish is being strong . . .  "we are Jewish so . . .  

we' re stronger than the Arabs and we will show them" . . . .  do you remember when 

Netanyahu said, did you hear of the old rabbi Kedourie . . .  Once Netanyahu when he was 

Prime Minister said to him "The left win gers forget what it is to be Jews, they forget to be 

Jew".  Unfortunately for Netanyahu there was a microphone from the radio.  

Arie l :  I think that the moment I describe myself as a Jew and I 'm doing things, and 

everyone who does i t  is creating a new thing for J udaism. And I think i t's time for that. I 

think I don ' t  leave anything behind . . .  

D :  S o  you are building o n  the tradition and changing i t  i n  your own way? 

A :  Of course.  Tradi tion can be sexy, tradition can be great you j ust have to find the right 

thing. 

The role of Meretz in the extrapolation and championing of secular J ewish-Israeli 

i de ntity politics is difficult  to describe and thus open to contestation but exists nonetheless 

as an essential calling and pragmatic reality, best seen in kulturkampf d iscourses and 

conflicts.  I t  is to one such stmggle tl1at we n ow t urn our attention tl1rough an account of the 

1 999-2000 culture war battle between Meretz and Shas. 

I 
I 

I 
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Chapter 9:  Shas v Meretz 

Covering Shas exposes tJ1e primitive mindset tJ1at is fl ourishing in our m idst . . .  

Shas is a true and present danger for which there is  no solution i n  sight.  There is 

a place for "Shasphobia" on the part of right-minded people o f  all persuasions : 

Ashkenazim and Sep h ardim, secu lar and rel igious. Al l  must uni te i n  the common 

goaJ of saving society (Yoram Bronowski ,  Haaretz, 1 5/9/00). 

Shas: It 's  not a plat form, it 's an identity (Shas elect ion slogan 1996 i n  Kami l  

2000:  I ) . 

Our discussion ends with a description of the intense lwltu.rkampfbattles between Shas 

and Meretz in tJ1e Barak government ,  foc usin g  specifically on the opposition with in Meretz 

to the 1 999-2000 coal it ion and the batt l e  between the two parties over the control and 

funding of Shas' educat ion system. 

The start l ing success of the ultra-OrtJ10dox, Sephardic Shas party from the 1 980s on 

has generated an unprecedented wave of hatred and paranoia amongst tJ1e secular 

population . An offshoot of the Agudat Yisrae/ political party, Shas grew exponential l y, once 

it freed itself  from Ashkenazi u.l tra-Ortl10dox tutelage, under the spiritual leadershi p  of Rav 

Ovadia Yosef and the pol i t ical leadership of Aryeh Deri, and now Eli Yishai.  The party's 

spectacular success has come from its abi l ity to appeal to and motivate i ts predominantly 

poor Sephardi constituency (both ultra-Orthodox and traditional ist) through an emphasis on 

poverty al leviation, i ts advocacy of a Sephardic cultural renaissance, and a moderate stance 

regarding Halakhic observance, whi le  emphasizing the pri macy of Torah and the religious 

tradit ion.  
I 

Shas became the first ultra-Orthodox party to break free from the l im ited haredi 

constituency to appeal to a traditionalist publ ic that was previously thought to be i n  the 

pockets of ilie Likud but were more than open to the appeals to Sephardi rel igio­

traditional ist ties made by Shas. The reason for this  openness is simple; the inabi l ity of 

recurrent secular governments to alleviate the social d jstress of residents of poor 

neighbourhoods and development towns and to allow for the same integration and 
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celebration of Israel's Sephardic history and cultural traditions as that afforded the secular, 

Ashkenazi-Zionist past . 

I srael's Sephardi population is not homogenous and monolithic. It is c left by ethnic and 

class d ivisions. A significant sector of the Sephardi population has achieved middle c lass 

status and the appeal of Shas to this group is probably l imited (although I have not seen 

studies or polls to confirm this), while nationalist politics retains appeal. However, the vast 

majority of the Jewish l ower classes and lumpenproletariat are Sephard.im or Ashkenazi 

u ltra-Orthodox and, despite significant state efforts at acculturatimi, retain an abiding 

cultural legacy from their North Afiican and Near Eastem countries of migin that, al though 

greatly reduced and changed through their half century in Israel, remains a potent force for 

political mobil isation as proved by the r ise of Shas. The creation of a religious Sephardi 

party with w i despread popular appeal would have been impossible without the gross 

neglect of their urban q uarters and development towns by successive secular governments, 

a neglect that perpetuated grinding poverty and an abiding sense of i nj ust ice expressed at 

first through the support of the Sephardi poor for the Likud and then Shas. It has been 

extraordinary how quickly the transition from support of the Likud to Shas has taken place. 

Travell ing around both rel igious and traditionalist S ephardi neighbourhoods 

throughout the country during the 1 999 elections Shas was omnipresent in st ickers, banners 

and photos of Shas and other Sephardi rabbis with the Likud virtual ly invisible in many 

p laces.  This lack of visibil ity conesponded with voter preferences. The Likud was virtually 

wiped out in poor towns and neighbourhoods throughout I srael in 1 999, though i t  did claw 

back 6 seats from Shas in 2003 due to the extraordinary contexi of that election, which was 

held in the middle of the second i ntifada. The Likud retrenchment is lmlikely to last beyond 

the course of the present conflict unless the drop off in suppm1 for S has signals a deeper 

disenchantment with the com1ption and inact ivity of the par1y. 

What is beyond dispute is that the rise of Shas, its conflict with Meretz, and the 

attendant perceived extension of religious power and coercion has had a radicalising effect 

on the Ashkenazi secular p ublic .  Shas, Agudat Yisrael,  Meretz and Shinui have a vested 

interest in heightening tensions and the perception of all out la.tlturkampf to gain the 

electoral affinity of those wavering in their support for the Likud or Labour . The fact that 

engagement in the religious-secular conflict guarantees electoral support is of profound 
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import with regards to the intensification of this conflict and shows how far the Israel i 

pol i tical l andscape has shifted during the 1 990s from a n  obsession w ith security to a n  

a l most equal concern w ith an unrelated internal J ewish-Israel i  conflict. The secular and 

rel igious I srael i  media's fixation on kulturkmnp{battles has heigh tened publ ic interest and 

d one a great deal to expand the scope of the conflict and persuade rel igious and secular of 

the malevolent nature of the other. 

The 1 999 Meretz election campaign was ptmctuated by actjvities and demonstrations 

t argeted specifical ly at Shas, including a demonstration in front of the Tel A viv 

headquarters of the party i n  Y i tzhak Sad eh St .  to protest the fai lure of Shas leader Atyeh 

Deri to resign from the Knesset fol lowing his sentencing to four years in jai l  on corruption 

charges. The demonstration i tse l f  was designed to catch the Shasnikim off guard, however, 

S has activists started to arrive in strength within fifteen m inutes of the first chants of "Deri, 

Deri tikbateh [resi gn] " .  A long hal l  led to the upstairs S has offices and this was the focal 

p oint of the demonstration unti l  we backed off onto the p avement outside due to our small 

numbers and the increasin g  strength and volati l i ty of the Shasnikim standing directly 

opposite us. This group stood very close to us and began singing rel i gious songs 

i nterspersed with chants of "Aryeh, Aryeh , Aryeh" ,  though the increasingly frenzied 

activists on either side were kept in check by their leaders . W ith the arrival of the police the 

Shasnikim were herded inside and conti nued a t irade of abuse from an upstairs balcony.  At 

one stage something was thrown on the Meretz activists below, though I d idn't see what i t  

was as fel low activists had forced m e  to stand away from the demonstra tion itself once the 

police arrived with 'paddywagons'. As with most demonstrations this one meandered along 

from th is in it jaJ  conflict, eventually endjng a couple of hours later w i th the Meretz group 

packing up and heading back to the headquarters to prepare for the nigh t's activities. 

A s i m i lar confrontat ion occurred later in the campaign at a Meretz counter­

demonstrati on against a huge Shas ral ly in Petah Tikva, at  which the party's governing 

Counci l  of Torah Sages was seated on stage. As t he n i ght  wore o n  o ur highly visible 

counter-demonstration (l arge anti-religious coercion banners were hung where we stood on 

the adjacent long traffic island), garnered more and more attention unti l we had a sma l l  

group from t h e  ral ly  screaming a t  u s  and being h e l d  back b y  pol ice from crossing the road 

to physical ly  attack our group. As we were driving away, a young Shas supporter h i t  our 
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van w ith a stick, something which was of l itt le concem given the hammering we gave the 

unfortunate veh icles ourselves in the course of campaigning. 

I mb u i ng Ha tred 

The curren t  I sraeli  kulturkampf is characterised by extreme expressions of mutual 

loathing, i ncitement, and gross stereotyping of the religious or secular other. A significant 

sector of the secular public has found, i n  Shas, the perfect target for its fears of a religious 

takeover of state and society; a party of Sephardim (ethnic stereotypin� plays an important, 

though largely unheralded role in 'Shasphobia'), witi1 a pragmatic parl iamentary agenda 

aimed at self-aggrandisement through the 'theft' of state monies. Many see Shas as a racist 

organisation i ntent on l imit in g  the boundaries of the Jewish collective according to 

Halakhic prescriptions and on marginalising or expell ing non-Jews . It is also perceived to 

be a 'backward' rel igious movement intent on expanding the reach of i ts education n etwork 

into poor traditionalist neighbourhoods, with no role for women i n  the party or public l i fe, 

and u nder the control of a rel igious sage not known for his reticence on tl1e perceived 

depravity of secular Israel .  

Avraham Hassid, S has' election co-ordinator in  Gi lo spelled out Shas' intent ions c learly 

in a post-election comment fol lowing Shas' 1 7  seat victory in 1 999 ; "This shows, blessed 

be God, that the nation wants rel igion.  Al l Jews, whether ti1ey have a kippa on their head or 

a ponytai l  or an earring, it's al l  the same to us . We want to bring them al l  back to rel igion" 

(Jerusalem Post, 1 8/5/99).  

Meretz' first l eader, Shulamit Aloni, described Shas as "a regional  mafia that puts 

money ahead of the nation and spreads ignorance" (Jerusalem Post, 9/5/00) . 

We want Enlightenment, k'Tiowledge, humanism, and they want introversion, 

preservation of the accumulated statutes to which they are attached, internal 

degeneration .  This is  not the Zionist movement and tJ1is c annot be allowed to 

happen in a sovereign state (Aloni cited in  Haaretz 25/8/00) 

She concluded that: 
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People despair and withdraw into their personal bubble . . .  But� l think that 

instead of despair should come anger. Because there is great strength in anger, 

anger is a marvellous driving force in war" . (Aloni cited in Haaretz 25/8/00) 

In the same Haaretz (25/8/00) article Menachem Ben descnbed Shas' attitude to 

forei gners as that of, "a fascist body, decidedly proto-Nazi" with "one goal - to seize power 

by increasing the number of Shas supporters . . .  Shas, want a Levantine culture here, an 

Arab culture". Note here the association of Shas with the cultural transformation of Israel 

from a Western to a "Levantine" society. The :influence of 'Orientahsm', w:ith regards to the 

perceived cultural superiority of the Ashkenazi Jewish tradition, plays a part in building the 

image of Shas and its supporters as repugnant� primitive fundamentalists intent on 

destroying secularity. In fact, Shas is a fascinating mix of Sephardic and religious 

populism; religious moderation within the ultra-Orthodox tradition; political pragmatism; 

and borrowed Ashkenazi u ltra-Orthodox modes of rabbinical authority, dress and 

behaviours. It is a very modern movement in that it developed as a response to tl1e 

environmental milieu of its supporters, is a highly sophisticated political player, uses 

modem medja to good effect, and engages in the championing of an alternative identity 

politics based in a desire for power and for a cultural reawakening and reorientation. 

Despite Shas' repeated assertions that it accepts the democratic system, the party is 

dedicated to the extension of the Halakhic education system to an Israeli children and to the 

ideal of a Halakhic theocracy. Shas has used the ministries under its control to try to 

impose a definition of Jewish identity in keeping with Halakha and has systematically 

plundered ministerial budgets. This is not new to the Israeli political system; Israeli 

governing parties have, since the inception of the state, misappropriated state funds for their 

own benefit and to maintain patron-client relations with supporters. Likewise, religious 

parties have never recognised the primacy of the democratic system or secular education . 

The difference with Shas has been the size of its vote, its growth, the political skill of its 

leaders in wringing concessions out of secular govemments in coalitirn1 fonnation, and the 

perceived threat the party seems to pose to 'Ahusal' predominanc-e. Shas is explicit in its 

desire to overthrow Ashkenazi hegemony, often exhibiting a strong racist sentiment. An 

aide to Eli Yishai, Yitzhak Sudri, speaking as the llardk government was about to fall due 
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to Shas leaving the coalition, railed, "We'll shake off Asl1kenazi domina1ion and elitism. If 

Barak wishes he can set up a minority government, a government in exile in Shenkin where 

he can hold sway over all the sushi-eating Ashkenazis" (Jerusalem Post, D/6/00) . 

In reality, Shas has little scope for growth beyond its plateau of 17  seats iu the Knesset 

m 1 999, having exhausted its potential electorate amongst the Sephardic poor who may 

well be turning against the party due to Shas' unwi l lingness to add legislative muscle to its 

purported social agenda. Meretz activists often claim that Meretz has done more to alleviate 

poverty than Shas in Kuesset. 

Adding to the exaggerated image of Shas as a demonic force bent on l:ite destruction of 

secular Israel is the uninhibited mode of e.x-pression of party leaders. The spiritual head of 

Shas, Rabbi Ovadia Y ose1: is notorious ior his attacks on seculars, Ashkenazim, Arabs, t11e 

Supreme Court and anyone else who earns his displeasure. In a Purim address, carried to 

supporters via TV and radio 1inkups, Y osef condemned Meretz leader and then .Education 

Minister Yossi Sand who was trying at the time to ensure proper ministerial oversight over 

Shas sc.hools: 

MK Y ossi Sarid is the 'Dark Side.' He is Satan, may his name and memory be 

erased. How long do we have to su1Ter this wicked man? God w ill extirpate him, 

the way he will extirpate Amalek . . . He must be uprooted from the seed of 

lsrael . . .  Just as revenge was wrought upon Ham.an, so will it be wrought on him" 

(Jerusalem Post 20/3/00). 

The meaning of this speech was very obvious to most listeners, thai Y ossi Sarid 

deserved to die, and despite Yosefs hurried 'clarification' (no doubt influenced by the 

pending crjmjnal j11vestigatjon jnto h.is speech) that he did not intend that anyoJle should 

commit violence against Sarid, the Shas placard at a heated confrontation between Meretz 

and Shas actjvists outside the rabbis house the next day spoke tor itseJf: "A sajnt proposes 

and God disposes" (Jemsalem Post, 20/3/00). lndeed a survey of Shas voters taken in the 

aftermath of Yosef's comments showed that 5% that the rabbi was putting a contract on 

Sarid (Haaretz, 7 /4/00). Sarid's personal security was greatly increased. tltereatler with the 

Mcrctz leader forced to drive in an armour-plated limousine (IIaan.'tz, 7/4/00). Prior to 
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Yosef's speech Sarid gave another activist and I a ride back to Tel Aviv from a col l ege 

electio n .  Even then h i s  driver was checking u nder the car for bombs before Sarid was 

al lowed anywhere near it .  I counted three direct, publ icised death threats against the Meretz 

leader during and i mmediately after the 1 999 election .  

Yosefs quietude d i d  not last long, the rabbi describing Sarid a s  Pharaoh short l y  after 

h is con troversial speech (Jerusalem Post, 3 1 /3/00).  That Purim an effigy of Sarid as H aman 

was h u n g  in the ultra-Orthodox Bu.kharan Quarter of Jerusalem . Writ ing in h er Jemsalem 

Post column (24/3/00) later in the week, Tal l ie Lipkin-Shabak portended doom and called 

on secular Israel is to real ise the danger posed by reli gious extremism and to act ively oppose 

i t - notice her use of tJ1e tenn "cult ure war" :  

But  the  most frightening aspect of this was the apathetic response of society as a 

whole . . .  These are the ones who d o  not understand the depth of the evil which 

has befal len us . . .  The c laim that secular Jews simply do not u nderstand the Shas 

leader's  terminology only stre n t,>ihens the i mpression that we are i n  the midst o f  a 

deepening cul ture war. Likewise, the explanation offered to minimize the e ffigy 

o f  Yossi Sarid : Every year the religious neighborhoods are fi l led with such 

d u mmies, representing Israel i  leaders who are fit to be hanged. And i n  the 

synagogues, curses are heaped on those leaders durin g  the reading of the M egi l l a  

[the Purim story ] .  I f  this is true then the gap is becoming even wider . . . .  Even i f  

peace agreements are signed soon,  the real war i s  sti l l  i n  front of u s ,  a n d  time is 

running out (Jerusalem Post, 24/3/00). 

This  was not the first time that Yosef had ex-pressed h is  opinion on a Meretz leader, 

having said of Aloni )n February J 993 that "the day A.loni d ies we wi l l  declare a celebration 

and hold a banquet" (Jerusalem Post, 20/3/00) . In a further commentary on Meretz, Heal t h  

M i nister Shlomo B en izri charged that Meretz are "·using tl1e same tactics and the same 

hatred" as the Nazis with regards to the Shas education system.  Sarid repl ied weari l y  that, 

"First i t  was Haman, then Pharaoh, and now Nazis.  I think by now people understand who 

I ' m  dealing with" ( Jerusalem Post, 1 3/6/00) .  
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Where Shas' i nvective and that of their religious confreres often tends to be direct and 

u nequivocal in denouncing secular Israel and its leaders, secular Israel is also tend to have a 

no l ess j aundiced view of "those black guys", the djukim ('cockroaches/bugs', I never heard 

this used in Meretz] . Incitement to hatred is common to the discourses of both sides, is a 

proof of kulturkampf. and functions through exaggeration and stereotyping to generate 

mutual  fear and hatred. The isolation of secularists and relig ious from each other 

geographically and socially exacerbates this conflict. 

" R a k  Lo Shas " :  Meretz & Shas i n  Coalition 1 999-2000 

Noam : When I heard the results I don 't  la1ow if to become happy because Barak win or to 

become sad because Shas, I was shocked, yes. It' s  something that you understand that you 

don ' t  know your country, the people in the country . You think everybody elect if n ot the 

Labour, i f  not the Meretz then they vote to the Likud and now Mqfda/ but you saw the Shas 

which is opposed to all the things you bel ieve, yes, I was shocked. 

The May 1999 election victory of the I sraeli left seemed to heraJd the dawn of a new 

era for I srael with the promise it held of comprehensive peace accords with both the 

Palestinians and Syria. The joy of victory was tempered somewhat on the nigh t  by the 

strong showing of Shas which outperformed all  expectations in winning 1 7  seats on the 

back of a campaign based solely on the perceived persecution of their c harismatic l eader 

Aryeh Der i  by the Ashkenazi elite.  Prime min ister elect Barak was immediately faced with 

the quandary of setting up a government reliant on the Israel i-Arab pmties or rejecting this 

option for a broad left-centre-rel igious coaJition . He never considered the former, vowing 

unequivocally on election night in Rabin Square that he would be "everyone's prime 

m i nister", thus rejecting the possibi l ity of a narrow coalit ion without right wing and 

religi ous e l ements. This statement was immediately met by a Meretz-led chant from the 

crowd of "Rak lo Shas" [just not S has'] . This refrain was repeated by Yossi Sarid shortl y  

thereafter when he rej ected the possibil ity of Meretz' joining a coal i tion which had Shas as 

a constituent p arty, asking TV viewers to "read my l ips" on Meretz' absol ute disassociation 

from S has. He was soon forced to back down i n  a humiliating manner that didn't impress 

many activists and supporters: 
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Nir: I don' t  like him . . .  he's a big talker . . .  he's  a very smart man . . .  It's one of the most 

important positions of all [Education Minister], I mean and he' s  suddenly got a woos 

[wimp] . . .  the most stupid thing he ever said that we' ll not go in to Shas because he knew 

that we're gonna go in [with] . . .  Shas, he knew it since the beginning of time . . .  and he was 

stupid he said "Yeah, I ' l l  probably get some people to like me 'cause I ' m  so powerful and 

I ' ll say cool stuff like "read my lips" .  

B y  the time of the Meretz Cmmcil, Sarid and 

most of the party's MK.s were committed to going 

into coalition with Labour even though it was 

obvious that Shas would also sign up immediately 

thereafter. Both the Noar and Tzerim stood firm 

against going into coalition with what they saw as a 

corrupt and dangerous party and held a protest both 

outside and inside the building with large banners 

and flyers calling on delegates not to vote to go into 

government with Shas. One Noar member used Iris 

speaking slot to advocate for Meretz entering 

coalition and was heckled vociferously by the Noar 

delegation. As the final vote came in I was standing at 

Figure 15: Sarid shown kissing 
l1aredi ass at the decisive 
Meretz Council meeting 

tl1e back of the auditorium and saw the dismay on the face of many Tzerim and Noar, one 

of whom vowed to leave the party. 

In our interviews I asked activists to give their assessment of the wisdom of going into 

coalition with Shas . Some repm1ed that tl1ey were in favour of the coalition but tl1e 

preponderance of replies was against. I also asked whether the growing strength of haredi 

parties such as Shas poses a threat to democracy: 

Yossi: I was sure we had to do that move . . .  because . . .  the question was not . . .  if Shas is 

going to be in the coalition the question was if Meretz because Shas was already in there . . .  

I felt . . .  that our voters voted for Meretz so that we can influence, a real influence . . .  I 

couldn't  agree . . .  tl1at there will be a Barak government .  . .  without Meretz and witl1 . . .  
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Shas . . .  we can say it almost on every day . . .  they're threatening . . .  to unpack the 

government . . .  Shas are enjoying the democracy very, very much, they l ike it . . .  I don't  

think that they would l ike a dictatorship unless they would be the d ictators. 

Yuval: Yes . . .  I think some 1ssues . . .  we have more the same ideas, social 1ssues for 

example. 

Yuval makes an interesting point in postulating the existence of shared interests 

between Shas and Meretz. Indeed, the two parties often vote together on social issues but I 

did not find any evidence of organised co-operation in Knesset - though this may exist. 

Dalia's response is more typical in pointing to the influence Meretz could have on society 

through coalition membership:  

Dalia :  I ' m  happy we have the Ministry of . . .  Education . . .  and I'm happy l ike we're gonna 

have influence but when you look at the whole list of. . .  what Shas are getting . . .  they're 

getting all the social . . .  what I keep saying to myself about why . . .  it's OK if we sit with 

Shas is because inside the government .  . .  we can have an influence on them . . .  what I thi nk 

about Shas is that basically . . .  if you take just the wrapping . . .  1 think they're OK. I mean, 

they are for .  . . the lower . . .  

D :  The lower socio-economic classes. 

Da: Exactly . . .  and what they 're doing . . .  to help them out i s  . . .  providing them . . .  with 

education . . .  and workplace s . . .  which is good . . .  but the only problem is . . .  those 

educational systems they ' re not helping people get out of it they're j ust . . .  Creating a cycle 

and they 're doing it in a way that's  really damaging . . .  the people going into the system. 

Vered: I didn ' t  really fight with the Youngs [1zerim] about not going with Shas because I 

think it wil l  be a sin to leave them the Education [Ministry J as welL . . I real ly don 't  think . . .  

that we could go create a govemment without Shas. 1 wish we could. I would do 

anything . . .  i f l  bel ieved it could happen, but I don 't  believe it can. 
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Tamar argues that Shas and other rel igious parties should be bmmed due to their stated 

preference for a Halakhic state rather than a democracy based on civi l Jaw. She rightly 

predicts that Shas' i nclusi on i n  government w i ll l eave Meretz in the invidious posit ion of 

bein g forced to pay off their poli t ical r ivals to maintain the coal ition. Yaron agrees that 

Shas poses a sign i ficant t hreat to democracy and adds that parties with  a racist ideology 

should not be a l lowed in a democracy, r ightly predicting that Shas w i l l  not support the 

peace process in  order to not  a l ienate their  supporters. Moshe then describes Shas's 

ut i l isation o f  s tate resources to fund an "anny" of election workers and i ts education 

system : 

Tamar: I t h ink that every party wh ich is not . . .  democratic is not a l lowed.  I know t hat it i s  

not democratic to say this,  b u t  I think that a democracy, a s  we' ve leamed, has to protect 

i tsel f. . .  and when you are talk ing about Shas it's not just the party, i t ' s  the educational 

system , i t 's the re l igious system, i t's everywhere . . .  i t 's ant i-democratic, and i t  gets Jots, and 

lots, and lots of  money . . .  from the state to  teach others to hate democracy. For them 

democracy is bad, so i t ' s  the biggest hazard of democracy that we have now s ince Israel 

establ ished . . .  They're buying peopl e ' s  m i n d .  It's possible to buy people ' s  m i nd . . .  They 

have other coalition agreements wit h  Barak that we don 't  know about .  They have secret 

coal it ion agreements, and we w i l l  be in the government t hat gives them money. 

Yaron:  . . .  I bel ieve that they're definitely a threat to I srae l i  democracy . . .  you obv i o usly 

cannot out law Shas but if you read the I srael i laws concerni ng . . .  parties . . .  I don ' t  think that  

Shas passes the test that  . . .  any poli t ica l  party which is against Israel being . . .  a democratic 

nation and a Jewish nation, and anybody w i th a racist ideology is  not al lowed to be.  And I 

beli eve t h at Shas' pdl i t ics is part racist and definite ly not democratic . . .  

D :  Did you support us going into the coal it ion with Shas? 

Y: No, I d idn' t  . . .  I was very much aga inst that because . . .  I i magined tl1e coal i t ion would 

l ook l ike what i t  would l ook l i ke now . . .  I don' t  bel ieve that  Shas wil l  suppOii . . .  the peace 

agreements because their e lectorate is  general ly  right win g .  
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D :  Is Israeli  democracy threatened by the rise of anti-democratic haredi parties such as 

Shas? 

Moshe:  Yeah, definitely. Well, Shas has its educational system - or so-called educational 

system . . .  Shas and also other religious parties have l ike this army of activists without 

wages, or with very s mall salaries which the state pays not the party. And these people . . .  

spread the ideology of this party and the ideology which is  spread by these peop le, and by 

the so-called educational system, is anti-democratic because it is theocratic .  I t  says that 

there is a God, and there is the Halakha and I srael should be a state without this stuff of  

democracy. I t  should be nm i n  a s imilar way that Shas is run; there i s  the chief rabbi, he 

appoints the ministers . 

Ophir: I sent a letter to Barak saying that . . .  he shouldn't  put Shas in the coal i t ion . . .  It was 

j ust proved in the last months; Shas has . . .  no place in this government . . .  

D :  Is Israeli democracy t hreatened by the rise of anti-democratic haredi parties such as 

Shas? 

0: Oh yeah, oh yeah, sure. I 'm  not sure this is a democracy any more. 

While Ophir argues that those who opposed the coalition were proved con·ect by 

subsequent developments, Danny is concerned both with the i mpact on Meretz of going 

with Shas and with the general passivity of the party on issues related to religious coercion. 

It should be noted here that the l 999 coalition agreement between One Israel and Meretz 

allowed Meretz the freedom to vote according to its conscience on religious matters 

fol lowing consultations with Barak, a right that was never exercised by the party during the 

course of the coalition due to an obsession with mainta ining the integrity of the government 

for peace-making: 

D: So did you support going into the coalition? 

Danny: No . . .  on the practical side it's bad for the pmty . 1 t  will be very difficult to convince 

people to vote for Meretz again  . . .  it k ind of proves Shinui's point about Meretz . . .  That 

Meretz is not serious about fighting, i t  only says that it fights religious coercion and doesn't  

really invest the, the energy in i t  . . .  I think Meretz could do more . . .  

D :  Is democracy threatened in Israel by the rise of Shas, etc .? 
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Dy : Oh yeah, yeah, definitely . . .  there are elements, even in the government, that don't  see 

democracy as a value . . .  They see it only as a fac il itator something that wil l  aid them to 

control Israel . . .  1 was appalled about how well Shas did. 

Below, Roni speaks of a small demonstration held (prior to the Council)  to oppose the 

pmiy hierarchy's decision to go with Shas, and the play made on this and other 

demonstrations of youth opposition by the local and later the national media concerning the 

difference in ideological comm itment between Meretz' youth and leadership:  

Roni : I really don' t think we have nothing to do in this coalition, let's stay out and be . . .  

good opposition . . .  we have a meeting here in Haifa39 here with Yossi Sarid. After the 

meeting the newspaper they wrote that you can see the difference between the ages i n  

Meretz . . .  a few members o f  mine came with Meretz t-shirts and we brought a sign 

"Without Shas" .  

Amit correctly predicts that Meretz w i l l  not be able to stop Shas' "abuse of power" 

from within the government and that the party should leave the coalition with time to spare 

before the next e lection or face l osing its electorate. Meretz d id leave but, with the twin 

shock of the rise of Shinui and the failure of the peace process, was always going to suffer 

at the polls in 2003 . Pay heed to Amit's uses of a terror metaphor in desctibing Shas: 

Amit:  I think Shas will abuse the power. We will not be able to do nothing. The only 

chance of us winning the next election is leaving the coal ition, like after two years . . .  and 

saying we want to keep our ideology, we cmmot keep our identity with Shas, and giving 

Barak two choices, that if the government will drop because of tllis, never mind . . .  it 's l ike a 

method, its fi ghting Hamas . . .  without the terror and kil ling people. 

Amir: I' m gonna get back to my town and see all those people who I promised not to have 

Shas in the coalition, and stuff like that, and now I'm a representative of whatever. 

D: Of the Shas coalition [laughs]? 

39 City changed to protect identity. 
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A: Yeah, so I' m not very proud of it. 

Personally, I was in favour of Meretz going into government but the Tzerim and Noar 

were ultimately proved right on this matter as Sbas did ultimately bring down the 

govemment, having exn·acted what they wanted out of Barak and totally outmanoeuvred 

and ousted Meretz from government after only a year in coalition (Jerusalem Post, 

22/6/00). Meretz' second coalition witl1 Shas badly damaged the party's credibility with its 

e lectorate and it played some part in the loss of votes to Shinui and other parties in 2003 . 

Meretz & Deri 

"El Ham 'aayan, BaGanav Katan, Ha.Jacuzzi La?" 

['To the lake came a little thief, does he have a jacuzzi?'] 

We sang the above ditty - a take-off of a Passover song - in vanous forms at 

demonstrations against Shas . It refers both to Shas' Mayan education system, and to the 

party's leader Aryeh Deri and the jacuzzi he bought with money garnered through bribe­

taking. Shas supporter's use a three-fingered hand-sign with the forefin ger and thumb 

meeting to form the letter shin in Shas in showing their support for the party. We aped this 

by holding up four fin gers at anti-Shas demonstrations shouting in English, "Four more 

years" in reference to the four years jail Deri had just been sentenced to for fraud and bribe 

taking. 

Figure 16: Anti-Shas sticker from post-election 1999 showing Shas hand sign. "Shas in the 
Government, Get him out" (aping wmds of Ovadia Yosef targeted at a sendar journalist) . 
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Deri's fal l  was h ighly consequential for Shas given that he personified the party to both 

i ts  supporters and detractors and was a h igh l y  ski l led and charis matic pol it ical operator who 

al most s ingle-handedly transforme d  a m i nor rel i gious party into a potent national poli tical 

force .  It was difficul t  to predict  what the i mpact of his conviction would be on Shas' 

e lectoral fortunes in 1 999.  Shas ran a campaign focused entirely on trying to convince 

Sepbardi voters that Deri was a victim of the Ashkenazi e l ite, using the absence of a 

s ignificant censure i n  the simi lar bribery case of President Weizmann (who is Ashkenazi) 

to j ux tapose the t-reatment afforded Sephardi n1 and Ashkenazim in the Israel i  justice 

system.  Shas act ivists fanned out across Israel d uring the campaign giving away video tapes 

of t heir leader protesting his  innocence enti t led .!'Accuse (a reference to the i n famous 

Dreyfus Affair in which a Jewish-French officer was stripped of his rank and h u m i l iated by 

anti-Semites with i n  the leadership of tJ1e French army). The campaign was extremely  

effective both in garnerin g e lectoral s upport and in further reinforcing the malevolent  i mage 

of the I sraeli j ust ice system in the eyes of a s ign i ficant sector of the population.  

Meretz has gained pol i tical l y  from portraying Shas as a com1pl, parasi t ic party intent 

on pervert ing I srael i  democracy. In truth, th is  is not  di fficult given lhe myriad examples of 

Shas use of m i n i sterial offices for i ts own purposes. For example, the party m ade a deal 

with the moshavi m and kibbutzim to support the sale of their land - a subject that deeply 

divided Meretz. The deal stipulated that Shas woul d  pocket 20% of the profits from the sale 

of l and its m in i sters were able to rezone for development (Jemsalem Report 1 7/ 1 2/0 1 ). 

S i m i l arly, the J e rusalem M un icipal i ty ,  under pressure from its Shas faction, p la1med the 

rezoning of a l arge park in  the Har Nof neighbourhood for the development of a large 

residential compou.nd by a company belon ging to Ovaclia Yosefs fami ly .  The expected 

profit for this company fi·om apart ment sales was U.S .  $ 140 m il l ion (Haaretz, i 9/ 1 0/0 l ) . 

Despite a ban o n  th'c use of amulets and rabbinical b lessin gs and s imi lar ind ucements to 

w i n  votes, Shas continued this practice i n  2003 with an "accredited certi ficate" that read ; 

" Dear Israel i  c i t izens, we guarantee Paradise for you. Just give us your vote i n  the 

u pcoming e Ject ions and we wil l  give you back an amulet, which protects the wearer against 

evil  and envy, and an authen t icated document c arrying the party's seal, and the gates of 

Paradise wi l l  b e  thrown open for you"  (Press International News Agency, 20/ 1 /03) .  
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Meretz seized upon the conviction of Deri, unsuccessfu l ly seeking his immediate 

exp ulsion from Knesset in the lead-up to the 1 999 election, then condit ioning Meretz' e ntry 

i nto coali t ion with  Shas on the absolute disassociation of Deri and Shas, Sarid vituperating 

that "We cannot be under the dictate of a criminal" ( Haaretz, 5/3/99; Jerusalem Post, 

1 8/4/99; Jerusalem Post, 1 0/6/99; Jerusalem Post, 1 6/6/99).  Meretz quickly backed down 

on the demand for a "cooling-off period" i n  which Shas would prove Deri no longer ran the 

party, preferrin g  a role in government once it had secured Deri's resignation as l eader 

(Jerusalem Post, l 0/6/99; Haaretz, 1 6/6/99). 

Despite the pol i ti cal  c ap i ta l  gai ned through Deri's demise, there was l i ttle joy i n  Meretz 

on the day he entered prison accompanied by a large crowd of supporters. Nonetheless, 

Meretz opposed efforts to pass a Likud-sponsored bi ll  to allow parole for those half-way 

t hrou gh their sentences, which was obviously insp i red by a desire on the p art of the Likud 

to w i n  the s upport of Shas through the early release of Deri (Haaretz, 1 61 1 /0 I ) . 

The Education Kultu rka m p f  

Meretz leader Yossi Sarid gained the Education Ministry in  coalition negot iations with 

One I srael. I t  was obvious from the moment his appointment was confirmed that h is  would 

be a tenure maned by controversy and attacks from re l igious factions in  K nesset bearing 

l i t t le  relation to his actual performance as min ister. TI1ese problems were predicted i n  the 

coalition agreement i tself which allowed Meretz to introduce legislation o n  the universal 

inst itution of a compulsory c un·iculum without prom ising One 1 srael's support, and 

stipulated that Sarid should recogn i se the authority of his dep uty-min ister. According to the 

document, Sarid's deputy was supposed to come from the NRP but it  was l ater confirmed 

that Shas MK Meshulam Naha1i would take the posit ion . B arak was also enjoined to favour 

Sarid as minister in d isputes with his deputy ( State of Israel 1 999) . This sett lement  was a 

recipe for disaster given the obvious desperation of Shas to gain extra funding for the 

maintenance a nd expansion of it 's education system; Sarid's desire to purge t he education 

system of the misappropriation of money and resources typical of many government 

m i n istries; poorly-targeted ftmding;  and Barak's overriding desire to ensure the continued 

support of Shas i n  peace-making.  Sarid was to cut a lonely figure as he fou ght a losing 
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battle  against Barak and Shas for control of the m in i stry and for Meretz' cont inued 

part icipation in government . 

G i ven the fai l ure of Barak to support h is M in ister of Education, Sa rid's achievements 

i n  h is  short time in o ffice were extraordinary. Priority was given to the funding of state 

schools in poor neighbourhoods, development towns, and the Arab sector in an e ffort to 

equalise gaps in standards and funding and address the neglect suffered under previous 

education mjnisters, which left a s ign ifican t breach exploited by the Shas education system. 

Extra funding was also al located to special. education with the money for this and the 

strent,11hen ing of schools in poor areas transfened from the privileged kibbutz and m oshav 

schools and from the haredi, Shas and state-rel igious systems that had benefi ted in the past 

from pol it ical ly motivated over-funding (Jerusalem Post, 1 4/ J /00; Haaretz, 5/6/00). 

It was Sarid h i msel f  who sparked the first round of what was to become a bitter 

struggle for control of m i n isteria l  funding and authority with a warning to Shas shmtly after 

taking o ffice that, "The party's over . . .  Shas's school system must accept state authority l i ke 

every other system . . .  i f  not .  . .  let them fin ance themselves" (Jerusalem Post, 23/6/99). Shas' 

school system had seen spectacular growth throughout  the 1 990s with over 1 20 schools 

funded by the ministry and a 'paper' role of 27,000 students by September 1 999. However, 

the t lrreat of econom i c  col lapse was already h anging over Mayan Hachinuch Hatorani prior 

to the assumpt ion of power of the Barak government . In July 1 999 the Neernan Com m ittee 

recommended paying o ff the system's N l S  I 00 m i l l ion debt, dependant on the 

i mplementation of fundamental reforms severely ctrrta i l ing the abi l ity of Maym1 to offer the 

longer hours, transport and school l unches which had made S has schools so appeal ing to 

poor secu lar and trad it ionalist fam i l ies (Jerusalem Post, 1 0/9/99) .  Under tl1e deal, the head 

of Mayan, Ya'acov Hemed was to be sacked and some school s  would have to close whi le a 

comptrol ler was to be appointed to oversee the financial management of a system that had -

as with other Haredi school. system s  - become renowned for m i sappropriation, over­

funding and graft (Jerusalem Post, 1 0/9/99). 

A second report in December 1 999 (written by the appointed mediator Yossi Tamir) 

confirmed that debt repayment should fol l ow systematic refonn, including tl1e fW1ding of 

st11dents rather than c lasses as demanded by Shas. Tamjr's report was greeted as 

"reasonable and fair" by Sarid, who called on Shas leader E l i  Yisha i  to meet with him to 



314 

discuss the report (Jerusalem Post, 24/ 1 2/99). Shas disagreed and threatened to l eave the 

coal ition on the 28 th of December 1 999, going so far as to tender an official  l etter of 

resignation, the withdrawal of which was to fol low Barak's acquiescence to Shas' demand 

to have it's debts paid off. In what seemed a co-ordinated move, O ne I srael's Weizman Shiri 

attacked Meretz for the " anti-re ligious whiff' of its war against Shas, an attack described as 

"slanderous" by Meretz' Ran Cohen (Jerusalem Post, 28/1 2/99). W ith peace talks with S yria 

i mminent and a state b udget to pass, Barak caved in the next day e ffectively rescinding his 

coalition pact with Meretz in promising to pay o ff the majority df the debt directly, 

boosting the Shas system's operating budget by NIS27 .5 mi l l ion for 2000 in ret urn for 

l i mi ted reforms, and providing an increase of over NIS350 mi l lion to the budgets of 

ministries control led by Shas. S ignificant cuts to the Education Ministry's budget quickly 

fol l owed. M eretz MK Zehava Gal-On responded to Shinui opprobrium by saying that Shas 

had agreed to run a "correct and accountable" organisation but i t  was plain to all invo lved 

that Shas had been a llowed to ride rough-shod over Meretz with the active encouragement 

of One I srae l .  

The extent of the  bribe paid by Barak to retain h is  gnp on power IS i tself a 

condemnation of both the bastardisabon of coalition poli tics in the I sraeli politica l  system 

and of his l eadership.  Characteristical ly,  it a lso provided only a temporary reprieve . By 

Apr i l  2000 Shas was demanding that control of Mayan be placed in the hands of Deputy­

M in ister Nahari and that Shas' pupils  be given equali ty of funding with state-school 

students (Jerusalem Post, 1 8/5/00) . The claim that they did not have parity was highly 

dubious but  served to extend the scope of the crisis al lowing for future demands on the state 

p urse . 

On April 2m1 Sarid rejected a compromise proposal, formulated by One Israel's Haim 

Ramon, which sought to promulgate Sarid's shared control of Mayan with Nahari . A source 

in Sarid's bureau described how the m ini ster now saw himself as "the only one blocking 

gross mismanagement o f  funds" (Jerusalem Post, 3/4/00; Jerusalem Post, 1 2/4/00) B y  the 

2 8th of Apri l  Barak was offering a budget advance to Mayan leading Meretz to threaten to 

l eave the government, MK Cohen stating that "We won't stay in a government that issues 

conupt checks" (Jerusalem Post, 28/4/00) .  Both Sarid and Shas refused the appointment of 

yet another arbi trator as Shas' l ist  of demands rapidly grew with the party demanding the 
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legali sation of i ts  pirate radio stations and the preservation of "territory i n  the Land o f  

I srael'' in peace negotiations (Jerusalem Post, 1 6/6/00; Jerusalem Post, 20/6/00). S h as again  

tendered i t ' s  resignation from government for seemingly the last t ime before Meretz d id  the  

same on the  22nd of June 2000 to allow S has to  re-enter the  coalition, in the  expectation that 

Barak would eventually call  Meretz back i nto the govemment (Jerusalem Post, 20/6/00; 

Jerusalem Post, 22/6/00).  He never did and Shas went on to toy with Barak, refusing to 

rejoin the coaJ ition while winning ever-increasing concessions from the government, 

despite fai l ing  to support h is government in  Knesset. 

The whole episode was a gal l ing and humi liating defeat for Meretz which had again 

been forced out  of the Education Ministry by Shas and, in  this  case, out  o f  the government 

altogether ( Haaretz, 3 1 11 0/00). The stakes could not have been higher - the possibility of 

imposing effect ive state control and oversight over a Shas education system determined to 

convert secular Jews to Halakhic observance, and the abil ity to influence the values and 

belief system of all state-fu nded education in Israel .  Battles over the control of educat ion 

provision and orientat i on have been fought since the beginning of the Jewish kulturkamp(, 

dividing Jewish communit ies and leading to the victory of secularist, state, or l iberal 

rel igious education in most cases. The reason for the central ity of the battJe over education 

and its persistence as a point of con fl ict throughout the course of the Jewish kulturkampf is 

self-evident ; control over education ensures !,TfOup sel f-perpetuat ion and the abil i ty to 

extend the reach of group identity ath·ibutes and values o ver the wider Jewish community, 

particularly in the era o f  state schooling.  

Ul tra-Orthodox education systems have thrived in Israel through the availabi l i ty of 

state mon ies and resources due to the i mportance o f �el i gious par6es to coal ition formation . 

Mayan has been the most effective education network i n  what has become a movement for 

the conversion of setular and traditional ist Israel i  youth to ultra-Orthodoxy - though there 

are many groups now engaged in recruiting secular children for haredi schools.  This 

recruitment move ment h as contributed significantly to tripling the n umber of students i n  

haredi institutions since 1 990 with the aid o f  iniquitous funding al locations from the 

Education Ministry - as a dmi tted by U1e ministry in 2002 (Haaretz, 1 / 1 /02).  

In many poor n eighbourhoods and development towns Shas i nstitutions h ave all  but 

taken over from state schools. In O fakim, by 1 999 there were as many students i n  Shas 
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schools as in the state system (Jerusalem Post, 23/7 /99) .  By 2002 the mayor of Be it She'an 

was rep01ting the flight of hundreds of students to Shas schools and talking of fighting a 

war to bring them back to state education: "To succeed in this war, I am fighting Shas over 

every free meal and their free transportation" ( Haaretz, 517 /02). The impact on the town of 

Shas efforts to take over the education system were beginning to tell with the ultra­

Orthodox population reaching a critical mass where the heads of Shas were demanding that 

the town be closed on Shabbat. One resident lamented that "I f the lousy situation here 

doesn't end soon, a l l  of us wil l  become newly observant . . .  Be i t  She'im wil l  be l ike Bnei 

B 'rak. You'll come here and all you'll find will be synagogues and yeshivas" (Haaretz, 

517/02). This transfom1ation of lower c lass Sephardi society is confirmed by voting 

patterns .  In the 1 999 election Kiryat Malachi voted overwhelmingly for Shas, 34 .6%, with 

the Likud only garnering 1 6 . 1 % of the vote - though 2003 results probably (I do not have 

the figures) showed a spike in support for the Likud due to the intifada. 

Those with doubts as to Shas' desire to take over the secular education system would 

have been disabused following the report of a dream to his followers by Ovadia Y osef in  

which the Messianic redemption was revealed as  attendant upon the imposition of Torah 

education on secular chi ldren :  

I saw the Messiah coming to the Western Wal l .  There were many people at the 

Wall plaza. The [Messial1] told them:  'I have come because there are a mi l l ion 

pupils who study at secular schools and do not learn Torah . I want all religious 

scholars to mobil ize . . .  to teach them Torah. There shouldn't be a single secular 

school without Torah' (Haaretz, 28/6/0 l ) . 

Within the Shas education system i tself girls and boys are kept physical ly separate. 

Hebrew, Torah, Halakha and fvfishna make up the core of the curricu lum with secular 

subjects taught in the three hom afternoon extension to the school day as an appendage to 

the cuniculum, often by poorly educated teachers due to the speed of the system's growth 

(Haaretz, 1 5/9/00). Chi ldren are taught to revere rel igious sages, have l ittle knowledge of 

the Zionist movement or important figures in the history of the state, and act as emissaries 

for Shas and Halakhic observance in their famil ies as this student relates:  " My parents are 
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t otal ly secular, bu t  I taught them to  keep kosher and to l ight candles on  Friday n ight .  My 

father says the kiddush at the Friday n ight  table .  In the Knesset elections I convinced my 

parents, and even my aunts and uncles to  vote Shas (Haaretz, 1 5/9/00). 

Most secular parents who send their chi ldren to Shas schools do so due to the 

perceived inadequacies of  local state school ,  the free transport, meals and long school-day 

available in the Shas system, and through an inchoate respect for rel igious education as 

fostering a more intimate association with JewisJ1 ident i ty and tradit ion .  Over 80% of 

parents of pupils in the Shas school in Hat ikva - a  poor, largely Sephardic, south Tel Aviv 

neighbourhood - were secular in a 2000 investigat ion in to educatior1 in the suburb (Haaretz, 

1 5/9/00). Regardless of the parent's in tentions, the result is the rapid 'haredisation' o f  

previously secular and tradi t ionalist neighbourhoods . 

Meretz activists are keenly aware of the threat posed to the future of  the secular state 

education system by Shas and of the i mportance of sectllar education in poverty a l leviation 

and social in tegration. These points were made repeatedly in interview d iscussions on Shas 

with the i ssue of  educat ion usual ly brought up as a response to questions on the putat ive 

haredi threat to democracy. A picture of  Shas emerges as a nefarious party hungry for 

political power, intent on sel f-reproduction through education and determined to destroy 

secular I srael . l n  the fi rst interview excerpt below, Dalia describes the loss of children to 

the Shas system from her own experience working at a centre for troubled teens :  

Dal ia :  I ' m  i n  . . .  a sort of. . .  day care centre. I t 's  nrn by,  by the Jenrsalem40 municipal i ty and, 

and it o ffers people in elementary school ages a place after school unti l  about six o ' clock. 

And then these are kids that . . .  if they weren ' t  there U1ey would be out on the street . . .  or 

worse in their houses with their parents [ laughs] . . .  so one of the things working there and, 

and helping the people who run it, you really get a . . .  real look at . . .  what Shas does 

because . . .  to the parent s  i t 's real ly very a l luring I ' d  say because . . .  when the municipali ty . . .  

i s  on strike . . .  and the p lace is closed then, and the parents sti l l  go t o  work . . .  And they have 

to do something and Shas doesn't  strike. And . . .  there are kids there who have been there . . .  

who their parents have sent to Shas . . .  and the thing is  i t 's  these kids specifical ly that i f tJ1ey 

4° City changed to protect ident i ty. 
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go . . .  to the Shas system then they 're lost  . . .  that ' s  i t ,  because Shas isn't  going to provide 

them . . .  w it h  the special help . . .  that this programme does. 

Y os si echoes the thoughts of many i n  Meretz that control of the Education Ministry is 

vital to prevent S has manipulation and COITuption :  

Yossi : . . .  I think that it 's very important that Yossi Sarid i s  . . .  the Education Minister.  We 

have . . .  to control. . .  the education because that ' s  the first key and the 1second . . .  is money, 

where the resources are going. And we try and do it the best we can . . .  I hww S has are 

foo ling us; us, the law, the govemment, whoever you want, and I hope that they' l l  be 

punished for i t  . . .  j ust two day ago I think i t  was publ ished . . .  in a television programme 

that . . .  they were supposed to close some schools that . . .  did not exist anyhow . . .  and they 

got money . . .  for closing i t .  . .  all that kind of bullshit . . .  we have . . .  to control these two 

things the money going . . .  to them and all of these . . .  religious people who - how do you call 

the, the movement . . .  when you become religious or become secular . . .  we have to control 

these . . .  all these crazy hmatics l ike Amnon Yitzhak [an ultra-Orthodox proselytiser] and all 

these other who j ust do whatever they want and get a lot of money. 

D :  Yeah, and try to convert seculars to rel i gion.  

Y:  Yeah, with a lot  o f  money that basical ly . . .  we give them. 

Vered and Michae l present Shas as a power-hungry, socially-destructive movement. 

M eretz activists tended to have a distinctly Machiavel l ian understanding of the Sephardic 

patty as a potent, evil force. This i mage both exaggerates the actual power of the party and 

negates the possibil ity that Shas might act in any sphere with benevolent intentions worthy 

of Meretz' support: 

Vered: I believe that Shas do it  because they need power.  . .  to educate someone to be Shas, 

its j ust about power. . .  keep them in t he right position to vote Shas. 
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Michael : Shas woul d  give people the food but won't  . . .  teach them how to h u n t .  We' d  l ike 

to teach people how to h un t  . . .  that ' s  the main difference between us I guess . . .  the state is 

deteriorat ing. Shas is creating a state with i n  a state. 

The most prevalent crit icism of t he Shas school network amongst Meretzniks was with 

regard to the actual standard and content of the cmTicula .  Few provided relevant detai ls  to 

s upport their criticisms, though I would tend to agree with their ideas on the i mpact of a 

l ack of attention to civi l education on tl1e knowledge base and analytical abi l i ty of 

graduates of the Mayan network : 

Efrat :  . . .  in the schools you don ' t  give them tools for the future, that 's what Shas does. You 

don' t  give them education that's gonna help them . . .  you give them a wann bed and a warm 

meal but you don ' t  give them someth ing that they can get out of the ghetto. And once they 

real ise that that 's  what Shas does and what the Likud does is  j ust being capital ist  . . .  and not 

caring about tl1em at al l ,  they 're going to have to see tl1at t.he left .  . .  is the logical th ing for 

them to vote.  

Boaz: . . .  they don ' t  get any kind of substantial education at a l l  they just leam the Torah and 

that 's it. But that 's  going to  change too because they know tl1at if t hey' re going to, they 

want to get jobs and they're gonna get good jobs they're going to need to learn something. 

Tamar: Shas is  dangerous because of this cheap education because this is  tl1e same . . .  

education system that brings the ch ildren, give immediate answer to the parents .  "OK, your 

children are not in the streets, which is very good . . .  Basica l ly  we' l l  teach them nothing so 

when . . .  they' l l  grow up they' l l  sti l l  vote Shas because they won't  have the tools to find a 

decent .  . .  job, they won't  have the money to send their chi l dren, they' l l  need us" .  And i t ' s  a 

circle. 

Is Meretz Anti-Religious? 

Due to i ts  opposition to re ligious coercion i t  has been easy, and pol i t ic, for oppon ents 

of the party to portTay M eretz as ru1ti-rel i gious .  These accusations are reiterated repeatedly 

with such feroci ty and seeming conviction by pol it ical adversaries that they have served to 
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constihtte the publ ic  image of the pmiy as etemally antagonistic towards rel igious Jews and 

even J ewish i dentity itself. A friend in the Noar confided that this  image of the party has 

e ven attracted new members who are mi l itantly anti-religious: 

Amir: You have Tommi Lapid [ leader of Shinui], he's preaching against religion, who 

hates religious . . . I think that's the way people see Meretz as preaching against. I don' t  

preach against, I have nothing against religion . . .  many o f  the Noar Meretz activists . . .  see 

Meretz as anti-rel igion . . .  that ' s  the main problem . . .  see it that way . . .  ! and a gree with it . . .  

because if. . .  enough Meretz youth wil l  see . . .  the party and the youth group as I tend to see 

it people would be less against Meretz. 

I wil l  not make unequivocal statements here with regards to the presumed anti­

rel igiosity of Meretz beyond not ing that very few Meretz activists expressed derogatory 

feel ings to me regarding rel igion or religious per se. The party's humanist, pluralist 

ideology was reflected in interview responses where the dominant theme expressed was 

that if religion and state were separated, the right to l ive as secular Jews was recognised by 

religious, and i f  coercive rel igious controls on the private l ives of the secular public and 

l iberal Judaism were removed, Meretz activists would have no problems with religion. This 

v iew is backed by the persistent criticism of Shinui  as a hatefu l  and even anti-Semitic party 

bent on provocation and exacerbating the religious-secular conflict .  Nonetheless, there were 

some expressions of anti-religious sentiment :  

Rani :  I actually hate everything . . .  which is l ike connected somehow to religion . . .  I know 

that my so-called hatred to anything which is Jewish or reli gious is an outcome of their 

behaviour . . .  my i mage of Judaism is a very twisted one because the image that n ow the 

Orthodox Jews here have is a totally twisted one too . . .  abroad you have . . .  Conservative 

Jews, Reformi c  Jews . . .  who drive with their cars to the synagogue . . .  take for example the 

way Israel i  religion treats gay people . . .  this is very stupid, the way I sraeli religion treats 

women. 
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Roni's comments are typical of those who made 'anti-rel ig ious' statements i n  blaming 

an inabi l ity to relate to the rel igious tradition on the behaviour and prejudices of Orthodox 

I srael is .  Below, Ran acknowledges Meretz' seemi n g  obsession with kulturkampf activism 

and b lames this excessive concentration for his no longer supporting the party. Oma and 

Yehudit discuss the production o f  a flyer which apparent ly contained unacceptable anti­

Sem i t ic imagery : 

R an : Meretz shoul d  be moving . . .  in to more social issues rather than . . .  getbng the anti-

rel igious sort of i mage that we' re gett ing from doing these thi n gs . . .  Sure . . .  we can do ant i-

rel ig ious coercion work but  it shouldn't  be the primary thing, i t 's  not that important work . . .  

alm ost a l l  Meretz demonstrations are about this issue . . .  i t  seems like Meretz don' t  care 

about the Arabs or the human rights or the women rights. l t's l ike all Meretz does . . .  ts 

fight . . .  the rei igion guy . . . I moved . . .  my vote to Ha dash . 

Orna : But I . . .  heard a lot of people here in Meretz, especially J must say from t11e Tel A viv 

area, that somet imes drive you crazy because they don ' t  know what they're saying a lot of 

the t ime they 're us ing even ant i- Sem it ism . . .  l think i t ' s  someth i.ng that you ' re not a llowed. 

[ know that last election . .  one of tl1e flyer was cmmected with some kind of caricature tl1at 

was horrible . . . 

D :  Was it a caricature . . .  of a re l igious guy? 

0 :  U ltra-Orthodox,  u l tra-Orthodox and it was gross and I saw it and I must say I don ' t  care 

what they did . .  l j ust took it and throw it into the garbage . . .  is one of the mothers4 1  of a 

guy that rehtrned to rel igious and her motive is hatred, is tl1e same thing l ike parents of the 

u ltra-Orthodox that don 't accept the i r  kids, sbe doing it t he same way . . .  

Yehudit :  She was creating a flyer in  the last m un i cipal e lect jon . . .  you saw bui l dings l ike 

that was Tel Aviv and a big h uge dos [rel ig ious man] s i tting on it and make it down . . .  I 

said this is not something that I can . . .  give to the act ivists . . .  they made thousands of them . 

And the minute these flyers got i n to the headquarters I took them and I threw them so 

n obody would be able, they wanted to ki l l  me . . .  

4 ·1  Name deleted & other changes made to protect identity. 
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0: Yeah, and I think that ' s  a very, very problematic . . .  they don ' t  really understand the 

meaning because, I'm sorry, b ut their tradition is my tradition too. The fact that they 

stopped to development and l continued to develop . . .  doesn' t  mean that that is not my 

heritage . . .  And a lot  of people doing i t  and I 'm total ly not agreeing with i t .  

Vered reports a conversation he had j ust pnor t o  our interview with a rel igious 

proselyt iser. Whi le rejecting anti-re l igiosity he does paint a picture of monol ithic ultra-' 

Orthodox bigotry and primit ivism that i tself constitutes a common prej udice in M eretz. 

Da.nny then relates a common social s i tuat ion (repeated in various fonns in interviews and 

private conversat ions by several activists) where he surprised religi ous acquaintances with 

his superior k nowledge of the Jewish tradi tion.  This builds on a general i mpression wi th i n  

Meretz that rel igious Jews tend to b e  i gnorant o f  Jewish tradition due t o  t h e  narrow scope 

of Torah educat ion : 

Vered: I real ly think that the poli t ical  govemment that are against Meretz created that thing 

that we are against religion. But  we' re not against rel ig ious . .  coercion, or whatever, t hat ' s  

t h e  problem and that ' s  what we' re fight ing the rel igious people  i n  Israel,  l think they ' re not 

real . . .  Jewish because in the B ible you need to respect everything that God creates. And 

yesterday I talked to  one of the religious ones, I sat and talked to him ar1d he told me that he 

needs to save me because I ' m  sinking in the ocean and he needs to save me from being not 

with God l ike h i m  and blah, b lah, blab, b lah. Th is is not what Judaisrn is all about. They 

don ' t  respect anyone but them . 

Da.nny: Yeah . . .  I think Shinui 's  much more hateful [ laughs] . . .  than Meretz . That ' s  

basical ly the difference . . .  B u t  I think that I personally, without .  . .  seeming too arrogant, am 

more knowledgeable about Jewish tradit ions than most Israel is .  When l served in  the army 

l used to surprise - I served in a department that was mostly rel igious . . .  l and another girl 

were the only non-rel igious people  i n  that department .  

D :  So you would tel l  people abo ut tradition they didn' t  know about? 

Dy : Yeah, they were, "How did you know that?" It was very funny . 
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As mentioned above, Shinui was a favourite target for those opposmg the 

representation of Meretz as an anti-re l igious party, with Meretz' pluralist ic ideology often 

j uxtaposed against the cmdity of Shinui 's  anti-rel igious agenda. Gadi typifies the l iberal 

propensities of most activi sts in condemning the institutions involved in religious coercion 

whi le d i fferentiating between these bodies and rel igious themselves : 

Gad i :  I ' m  not rel igious but I 'm not against rel igious people I 'm just against rel igious 

insti tut ions and especial ly against re l igious institutions that are funded by the state. I 

think . . .  i f  somebody wants to be . . .  rel igious, he can, he's more than we lcome to donate his 

money . . .  l t 's an important thing because right now the situation as i t  is, what' s  cal led the 

status quo, is very bad for the secular people . . .  and i t  steps on them and there' s  a total 

i nj ustice there and we should fight that .  But I don ' t  think . . .  that we should instigate a 

fight . . .  we shouldn ' t  m ake l ike a h u ge thing l ike Shinui  does . . .  last week there was a 

demonstration in Ashdod42  and we stood there with Shinui . . .  there was this pool in a 

secular neighbourhood that they took from the seculars and made i t  different days [for men 

and women] . . _ and the citizens there were pissed and they were righ t ,  I mean, i t's their 

neighbourhood they don ' t  want to get evacuated out of their houses and they want their 

pool . . . .  and we demonstrated but then Shinui saw a rel igious guy, a young boy actual ly he 

was l ike thirteen or fourteen years old and they started to boo h im.  And then I j ust  col lected 

all our signs and 1 told all our people to get the hell  out  of there because . . .  that ' s  the worst 

thing . . .  the minute they do someth ing l ike this I would have to demonstrate against them, 

and we started just shouting at the Shinui  people because . . .  booing a l i t i le boy j ust  because 

he's  rel igious . . .  and when he yel led he yelled "You are anti-Semites" and he was righ t .  . .  i f  

you treat him l i ke that just because he' s  wearing different and have a certain set of  values 

then you 're a racist . '  . .  you're not fi ghting for freedom you're fighting against freedom . . . I 

th ink that Shinui now . . .  they're playing with fire . . .  they want us to look very bad so they 

need . . .  to be more extreme than we did . . .  they ' re dodging a very dangerous line because 

there' s  a fine l ine between fighting for freedom and, and just hating . . .  if you're fighting for 

freedom and you 're bullying a l i ttle boy then . . .  you're not fi ghting for freedom you're j ust  

disgust ing.  

42City changed to protect identity.  
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Mosh e :  Shinui is . . .  a party which is based primarily on hating these black guys, and l ike 

sending them all to the army.  

Dal ia echoes the thoughts of many in  expressing her relief that Shinui 's exit  from 

Meretz removed the most m i l itantly anti-reli gious elements from the party . 1n  the fol lowing 

excerpt, G i lad acl11owledges his  own anti-religious prejudices whi le stating strongly that 

Meretz does not share his opinions.  I t  should be noted that, while seekihg to promote equity 

i n  state expenditure and fi ghting religious coercion, Meretz has never displayed an 

explicitly anti-rel igious agenda and sees itself as open to rel igious members, as Efrat 

explains - though few join .  I ndeed the Reform and Conservative movements have worked 

c losely with Meretz for a number of years. 

Dal ia :  . . .  besides the electoral aspect of it I' m happy . . .  that Shinui took all those people 

fro m  us ' cause I think Meretz itself doesn ' t  emphasise enough that that 's  not what we' re 

talking about. We ' re talk ing about equali ty .  

G i lad : Wel l ,  I 'm completely non-rel igion . . .  Once you talk about interrelationships between 

people tolerance is the most i mportant thing.  To be a democratic country you first of all 

have to accept the other .  . .  I think people outside Meretz think that . . .  Meretz are against . . .  

the rel i gious . . .  which i s  wrong because Meretz are not against re l igious - although 1 am -

but I don' t  think that Meretz is .  Meretz i s  against the coercion of rel igion.  Personally 1 am 

against, maybe on this point I am bit m ore extreme, 1 think religions . . .  cannot lead to 

anything but extreme points of view. 

Efrat: You don ' t  need to be a secular person to be in Meretz, you j ust need to believe this 

has to be a secular state . . .  People can sho ut from today ti l l  forever t hat Meretz is anti­

rel igious but everyone knows that Meretz i s  ant i rel igio us enforcement. Meretz does not say 

anything about rel igion itself Meretz does not say don' t  teach the Bible, Meretz does not 

say k i l l  all reli gious people . . .  or don' t  let them study. Meretz j nst  says two things; one is to 

be a secular state . . .  how the education goes, how the cul ture goes, al l  that. Two; everyone 
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should be a productive part of this state unless  they ' re crippled, or bl ind, or whatever . . .  

everyone has a place here. We' re not anti rel igious, we have rel igious people in  Meretz 

Meretz' leadership is quick to quash any party activities that might be construed as  

anti-religiou s :  

Zohar: And 1 do a peula, i t ' s  l ike a youth group once a week . . .  I d i d  the debate there 

about . . .  a J ewish Tel Aviv . . .  And [ had a map of Tel Aviv wrapped around . . .  tejlllin . . .  i t  

got m e  i nto big trouble because al l  the newspapers o f  the u ltra-Orthodox . . .  wrote terrible 

th ings about me and about th is  poster . . .  AJ1d I remembered to ask someone before I did this  

because, i f  i t's offended . 

D :  I f  it's offensive. 

Z: If i t's offensive . And she was a religious person, "But, you k now, i ts  OK, it's your 

opu1 ion, you can do this" . . .  Yossi S arid responded saying, "Well  they do mistakes" and I 

was unbel ievably angry . And they [Noar] called me down and told me, "Don ' t  do i t ,  don ' t  

stir up more trouble . . .  because we' re going to get our b udget down. You' re goin g t o  ruin  

our budget .  Keep quiet" . 

HaviJ1 g charted the history and nature of the I srael i kulturkampf and activist responses 

to a variety of associated t hemes and issues we now brin g  our discussion to a close with a 

sum mation of points made and prognostications concerning the fut ure for Meretz and 

I srael . 
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Chapter 1 0 :  Conclusion 

A S u m mation 

The religi o us-secular kulturkampf constitutes the most dangerous threat to I srael i  social 

cohesion, the secular and democratic m ode of governance, and perhaps even the future 

viab i l ity of the state . The total absence of amel iorat ive discurs ive fields and pol it ical bodies 

and i nstitut ions capable of gaining the al legiance of the competing ideptity groups in order 

to el ic i t  reconcil iat ion bodes i l l  for the future. 

The I srael i  culture war is a prolonged moment of identity crisis in which the reli gious 

and secular communities compete to impose thei r  understanding of Jewish ident ity and 

vision for the fut ure make up of society in an atmosphere marked by increasing confusion, 

dysfunction and open confl ict .  D ue to the popular nature of the struggle organisations and 

movements that would otherwise be neutral on re ligious-secular issues are compel led to 

take a stand in defending t he interests of their supporters, further widening t he perceived 

gap between competing communi ti es and exacerbating the conflict  further. Cul t ural identity 

is  forged and re-forged at a speed unknown in  non-kulturkampf societies due to the 

central ity of identity pol i t ics to the struggle .  Social science has a key role  to play in 

deconstructing and de-mythologising' the Israel i  kulturkampf in  order to improve our 

understanding of the present con fl ict and its future trajectory. Here, comparative studies 

between Israel and other societies undergoing kulturkamp{are useful, as is  research centred 

on the opinions and self-understandings of the informed social actor within the competing 

communities.  

In  this d issertation the term kulturkamp{ i s  used to denote and describe a s i tuation of 

increasing tension and confl ict between religious and secular I sraelis that stretches from 

issues of national i mportance to neighbourhood and community relations. Lifestyle and 

worldview differences have been transf01med into signifiers of depravity and irrat ional ity 

by both religious and secular and the ant ipathet ic nature of the other h as been restated i n  

kulturkampf discourses t o  such a n  extent t hat this has helped shape a reality o f  fear and 

mutual animosity. C ivil disobedience, vigi lantism and significant violence have m arked 

I srael's spiral into c ulture war and led u l t imately to the murder of the head of state, 

widespread opposition to the cotmtry's j udicial system, and popular disbel ief in the abi l i ty 
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of the state to cope .  The rel igious-secular status quo agreements have been expanded, 

v io lated and transformed into a tool for d i scurs ive attacks and the maintenance and 

e xtension of rel igious coercion, rather than act ing in the mediati ng capacity i n te nded by 

their  fonnulators.  

The intractable nature of this  conflict and i ts  consistency as  an ongoing competi t ion 

between opposed i dentity comm un ities is  demonstrated, i n  part, by the longevity of the 

J ewish kulrurkampf Efforts to define Jewish secularity as a separate ident i ty aggregate date 

back to the Haskalah. The concems of the maskilim are those of most Jewish Meretz 

activists;  to locate a space for the expression and extrapolation of a secular Jewish identity 

forged through marrying the cultural legacy of Jewish tradi t ion and the spirit and freedoms 

of the Enl igh tenment emancipation. The persistence of European ant i-Semit ism and 

associated stTictures, particularly in Eastem Europe, led to the rapid development o f  the 

Zionist  movemen t .  The Zioni.sts rejected the possibi l i t ies o f  integration and assi m i l at ion,  

retuming to a part icularistic understanding of the Jewish people as a hunted minority 

reqtUnng com m unal sanctuary through polit ical and/or cuJ turaJ independence - an 

understanding that this dissertat ion proves to be still highly influential amongst Meretz 

acti vists. L n  Palestine, social ist  universal ism was quick l y  overcome by the exigencies o f  

colonial l i fe, eo-option b y  t h e  state, and t h e  e ventual ascendancy of particularist  ethno­

centrism i n  the c iv i l  re l igion of the post- 1 967 period, with the open assumption of elements 

from the re l i gious tradition w ithout transmutation . This transfonnation also saw the 

ascension of  the Holocaust to primacy i n  J ewish- Israeli  identity politics and as a prism for 

interpreting relat ions with non-Jews. 

The process of identity chan ge and the descent into a more m il i tant kulturkampf were 

greatly aided by the slow death of Labour-Zionism as an ideological movement and the 

post- 1 967 n ational-rel igious leadership of the settlement effort in the Occupied Territor ies .  

This  dissertation seeks to demonstrate the deep impl ication of national-rel igious m i l itancy 

and messian i sm in the I srae l i  kulturkampf by demonstratin g  the profound i m pact o f  this  

sector on the identity polit ics o f  Jewish-Israel is  (and, to a lesser extent, Diaspora Jewry) . 

This occurTed through their i njecting a heady m ixture o f  u l tra-nati.onai ist pol itics, racism , 

the reification o f  Erefz Yisrael as a pre-em inen t  religious and national val ue, and taking up 

the societal ly valued mant le  of  Zionist settlement fi l l i n g  the vacmun left by stat ist  
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nonnalisation and the death of Labour-Zionism. The peace movement and associated 

secularist tendencies developed in direct opposition to the new-found legitimacy of quasi­

religious particularism and joined the kulturkampf fray through a reassertion of Haskalah 

values in a new l iberal, humanist Jewish identity poli tics . The ferocity of  the ensuing 

struggle over the correct understanding of what i t  is to be a Jew has left a profoundly 

divided society. 

That the conflict over the Occupation is also an internal identity struggle is confirmed 

by the total lack of popular engagement between the Israeh left and Palestinians in the 

peace process,  bes t  exemplified by the moderate peacenik call for a disengagement due to 

the fear of a Palestinian demographic takeover. Meretz activists share this fear as 

demonstrated above and in  the party's support for the 'Separation Wall' until its true route 

was demarcated. The Palestinian is to remain the symbol of the non-Jewish 'other' for the 

purposes of Jewish-Israeli  i dentity politics regardless of the success or failure of the peace 

process or ascendancy of either kulturkampf opponent. 

Nonetheless, the popular understanding of the religious-secular cont1ict is that the 

struggle is confined to matters of religious coercion as enshrined in the seeming 

permanence of the status quo agreements. The experience of religious coercion and 

opposition towards it differs markedly from issue to issue as we have seen from interviewee 

responses. The maintenance of kashmt restrictions is not widely condemned by Meretz 

activists and neither are Shabbat restrictions insofar as they don't impinge on the freedoms 

of movement and ( to a lesser extent) consumption. Views are mixed on the haredi draft 

exemption while the issues of civil  marriage, secular education, inequalities in the 

distrib ution of state monies between religious and secular, and opposition to the ultra­

Orthodox 'invasion' of secular neighbourhoods loom large as issues of intense concern. 

Most Meretz activists express an interest in Jewish identity maintenance, m 

establishing the legitimacy of secular Jewish identity, and in socialising their prospective 

children into an understanding of the Jewish tradition. It is argued here that the 'little 

tradition' of family, home and holidays consti tutes the basis and provides the cultural 'stuff 

for the extrapolation and experience of secular Jewish identity. Secular Jewish-Israeli 

identity is characterised by a high degree of individual voluntarism in selection and 

conception that lends it an idiosyncratic flavour not amenable to exertion in the face of 
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attacks from the more monolithic formulations of religious Jewish identity politics, which 

successfully represent themselves as the more authentic interpreters of Jewish tradition. 

Attitudes towards Zionism are also explored Activists tend to express a general 

distaste or disinterest in a caricatured image of postzionism, defining this intellectual 

movement as anti-Israeli while exhibiting many of the tendencies, positions and concerns 

that characterise its critiques. Most, while identifYing as Zionists, effectively define 

Zionism as a more generalised mode of Israeli nationalism and national identification in the 

absence of a clear differentiation of Israeli and Jewish identity. For virtually all activists, 

the Holocaust plays a central role in mapping a sense of belonging to the Jewish people 

and, with the family, lies at the heart of secular Jewish-Israeli identity politics. 

The Future for Meretz 

Given the instability inherent in the Israeli political system and the rapid mutability of 

situations governing electoral affinities it is very difficult to predict the future for Israeli 

political movements. Meretz suffered badly at the polls in 2003 and has since decided to 

coalesce formally with Shahar (the liberal-peacenik movement of former Labour MKs 

Yossi Beilin and Ya'el Dayan) forming Yachad ('Together'). This had Jong been on the 

cards with persistent rumours about a Labour breakaway joining Meretz and the prior 

assumption of party membership by MK Roman Bronfinan. Elements of the Mercaz had 

also been in negotiations to join Meretz following the collapse of that party in 2000 but 

were unable to obtain guaranteed list slots. 

It is notable that the efforts of Meretz to grow through coalitions with centrist and 

liberal peacenik: MKs and parties has been unsuccessful in increasing the electability of the 

party as Shahar brings few potential voters with it. There have been no efforts to coalesce 

or form an electoral bloc with the largely Arab and non-Zionist bard left and the flight of 

Labour's quiescent left still appears unlikely as the rump electorate of that party still 

provides the parliamentary seats far from guaranteed by Y acbad Nonetheless, recent polls 

(February 2004) show the new party obtaining 9- 1 0  seats, returning Meretz to close to its 

largest representation in Knesset, probably due to the increasing problems of the Sharon 

government, its failure to bring peace and the continued floundering of Labour under Peres. 
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Meretz' 2003 electoral performance was largely due to the shift to the right caused by 

the second intifada and the party's close association with the failed peace process, but also 

reflects the problems described in this dissertation of perceived ineffectiveness on 

kulturkampf issues and a related, apparent ideological moderation over recent years. 

Y achad is likely to remain a small party in Knesset in the near future though its input will 

be vital when the peace process draws to, what I believe, is an inevitable close within the 

next decade, both as an advocate for a just settlement, and as a key player in ensuring the 

expansion of civil society and the full establishment of a civil, democratic state. This and 

the advocacy of social justice constitute the essential purpose of the party, in my opinion, 

and it wil l  be the Tzerim and Noar of this and associated left and liberaJ movements that 

will be required to lead I srael towards a brighter future. I wish them luck! 

Kulturkampf Prognostications 

The future of the Israeli kulturkampf is difficult to predict. Significant changes are 

unlikely in the particularistic civil religion of the post- 1 967 period in the foreseeable future, 

and it is difficult to see any possibil ity of reconciling the diametrically opposed 

understandings of Jewish identity that underpin the conflict and play a key role in the 

formation of opposing factions. 

Politically, the new-found electoral power of kulturkampf parties such as Shinui, 

Meretz/Y achad and Shas, and the interest of the NRP, Agudat Yisrael and, increasingly, 

Labour in taking unequivocal stances on the status quo and religious-secular relations, 

alongside the disintegration of the ameliorative consociational form of government, point to 

a deepening of societal cleavages along ethno-religious lines and the increasing 

unmanageability of the conflict. Media interest will continue to reflect the public's 

obsession with the inroads and impending victory of the other side with the status quo 

largely ignored, mutilated by ministerial decrees or direct attacks, and used as a political 

football. Shinui and MeretzJY achad will continue to seek the ending of haredi privileges in 

the provision of social services, education and in institutional funding, and may well gain 

the support of the Labour Party, elements of the Likud and Russian MKs for the legislation 

of a full package of civil reforms. Education will be a key battleground as secularist parties 

fol low Meretz' lead in seeking to limit the reach of religious school systems, imposing a 
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basic  programme of secular studies therein whi le  continuing efforts to bolster the a i l ing 

s ecular syst e m .  For the ir part, the haredi parties w i l l  cont i n ue to  misd i rect state resources 

for the expansion of their  systems and to resist proper m in i sterial oversight over spending 

and student n umbers . 

I f  the right remains i n  power for a prolonged period t he freedom of the judiciary i s  

l ikely t o  b e  prorogued b y  legislat ive changes and the neutering o f  Meretz' Basic Laws as 

attacks on t h e  Supreme Court and its l i mi ted efforts to protect c ivi l  rights cont inue . 

Neighbourhood bat tles over efforts t o  bui ld rel igious insti tutions i n  secular and 

traditional is t  suburbs, and over Sbabbat road and shop closures, wil l contin ue and possibly 

worsen due to the rapid populat ion growth in ultra-Orthodox areas. These ne ighbourhood 

battles and e fforts to stop the haredi proselytisation of secular students w i l l  cont inue to pi t  

Merctz!Yachad and Shinui  against the various rel ig ious m ovements invo l ved. 

C i vi l  marTiage is st i l l  some way away from being realised i n  legislat ion but is 

inevi table g i ven the massive resentment caused by the current regulations and the fact that 

thousands of Israe l is are n ow married every year in civi l  ceremon ies or overseas, 

effectively ending the m onopoly of re l igious marriage. Shabbat and kosher restrictions are 

also being increasingly ignored by seculars with the availabi l i ty of foods conta ining hametz 

in cafes at Passover, the increasing avai labil i ty of non-kosher foods, and the opening o f  

malls, restaurants and some movie theatres and makolets (smal l  stores) on Shahbat al l  

pointi ng to the growi n g  secularisat ion of I srael i  publ ic  l i fe .  

Kulturkampf contl icts wil l con t inue t o  deepen with secular I srael m aking gams on 

ending re l igious coerc i on and the ul tTa-Orthodox continuing to parley pol i t ical clout into 

funding boosts and measures to block the secularisat ion of the Israel i  street - the latter 

l argely unsuccessfully,  though the future of I srael i  education remains moot. The feared 

theocracy w i l l  not even tuate with the l ike ly  scenario being a persistence of various culture 

war confl i cts alongside a reduction in the prerogat ives of the Rabbinate and a reduced form 

of rel igious authority over personaJ stat11s i ssues. H owever, it is i n  the Territories that the 

most dangerous battle of the ku/turkamp( wi l l  be fought as tJ1e nat ional-re l igious c l ing 

desperately to their  redemptive vision in the face o f  govenunent efTor1s to evacuate the 

Territories. Some violence is l ikely, but regardless the d isengagement wi l l  provoke a 

massive societal upheaval in Israel t hat in the worst scenario could lead to c iv i l  war and at 
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best wil l  leave a large sector of the population with a shattered worl dview and a deep 

d istrust of the state . 
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Appendix A: The research consent form signed by all interviewees. 

Research Consent Form 

1 )  I understand that my identity will be protected, should I desire this, in the collection and 

presentation of all material collected in this study. 

2) I agree to participate in recorded interviews and understand that a copy of the interview 

tapes wil l  be given to me i f l  want them. 

3)  I understand that any photographs taken of, or including me, by Dominic, will be made 

available to me for my approval before being used for any purpose. 

4) I understand that I have the right to refuse to answer any questions asked to me by 

Dominic and recognise that I can also refuse to have photographs taken by me. 

5) I understand that I have the right to withdraw from this research at any time and that all  

materials (tapes, photos, and photo negatives .. .  ) are my intellectual property. 

Signed: _______________ _ 

Date: -----------

I, Dominic Moran, agree to abide by the guidelines of research stated above and undertake 

to carry out this study in a manner that complies with the stipulation of the Association of 

Social Anthropologists of Aotearoa/New Zealand that the interests of research participants 

must have primacy in undertaking ethnographic study. 

Researcher: -----------------
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Appendix B: The questionnaire used in most interviews. 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONNAIRE 

Meretz Intro. 

How did you first become involved with Meretz? 

Memories offust contacts with party. 

What do you do in the party? 

Why did you choose Meretz: Ideology (socialism, human rights, peace process, secular­

religious debate Social -friends were members of youth wing, etc. - Pragmatic 

(activism, feeling like playing part in political struggles personally interested in). 

What does Meretz stand for? What is the main emphasis of the party at the moment; 

peace, religious-secular issues? 

How does this differ/equate with the direction you would like to see the party going? 

Socialisation and its impact on identity 

Are your parents involved in politics? Your siblings? 

Do you celebrate Jewish festivals? How? 

Is this a family time? 

What is the religious importance of festivals to you? 

What is Jewish about your own household and how does this differ/equate with your 

parent's house? 

Do you want your children to grow up with the same sense of Jewishness as yourself? 

How will you go about this? 

What do you feel was specifically Jewish in your upbringing? 

What was Israeli? 

Identity 

What does it mean to say you're Jewish? 

What is the difference between Israeli and Jewish identity? 

Do you feel more Jewish or more Israeli? Why? 
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Does Jewish ident i ty n ecessari ly  h ave a rel ig ious d imension? 

Can you separate th i s  from a pride i n  Jewish tradi t ion? 

Who i s  a Jew? - Halakha, sel f-ascription, ethnic i ty ,  rel ig ious belief. 

Can you become a J ew? [f so how? 

I s  Meretz playing a part in creatin g  a new form o f  Jewish ident i ty? 

What i s  i t - ' Hebrew' man, I srael i ,  m i l i tant secular? 

The Shoa and other nat ional traumas 

Is the Holocaust pari of your identity as a Jew? In what way? 

What i m pact d id it have on Israe l?  

W hat i mpact did R ab i n ' s  assass i nat ion have on you? 

How did the G u l f  War change I s rael i  society? 

Rel igio us-Secular D ivis ion 

Do you agree that rel i g ious  coercion ex ists  in  Israel? 

What i s  the nature of this  coerc ion? 

How does i t  affec t  you personal ly?  

What changes would you l ike  t o  see in the rel i gious secttlar status quo? 

How has Meretz worked to change the status quo ?  

I s  I sraeli democracy threatened b y  t h e  rise o f  rlllt i-democrat ic Haredi part ies such as 

Shas ?  

What should the party' s role b e  in  the i mpen d i n g  secular-rel i gious debate? 

I s  a secular Jewish ident i ty possible? How and what would/does i t  consist  of? 

Gender 

Merelz prides itself on having 4 women in every 1 0  on its l i st .  How arc women treated 

wi th i n  the patty? 

I s  i t  more d ifficu l t  for women to r ise in the party h ierarchy? 

If so what is the nature of the opposit ion they face with i n  the party? 

Are such d i fficul t ies testame n t  to the influence of masc ul i n e  culture from the ann y  and 

wider society? 



Israel and the Peace Process 

Are you a Zionist? 

What is Zionism? 
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What is the relevance of Zionism to Israel and to you personally? 

Should Israel retain the Zionist flag, national anthem and other symbols or should they 

be changed to be more inclusive of the I sraeli-Arab population? 

Do you think that I srael should leave all the Occupied Territories? Why? 

Should the Right of Retum be extended to Palestinians and their famil ies who left Israel 

from 1 948? 

Do you support the creation of a Palestinian state? 

Do Israeli-Arabs have equal civi l  rights? 

If not what changes would you l ike to see? 

Is Meretz helping I sraeli-Arabs attain these civil rights? 

I s  Israel i  politics cormpt? 

Is there cormption in Meretz? 

What has Meretz contributed to the peace process? 

What does the p arty do well?  

How does Meretz need to change? 

Meretz Intemal Politics 

Describe Shinui, RA TZ and Mapam and how they came together. 

Which of these parties had the most in t1uence on Meretz's ideology and party 

platform? 

Is Meretz a socialist party? If not what is its dominant ideology? 

Does this equate with your own beliefs? 

What do you think of Yossi Sarid and our other MKs? 

Wil l  the leadership be changing before the next e lections? 

What is the role of Tzerie and Noar in the party? 

Do you agree with how these bodies are being run? 

Does Meretz have the power to create meaningful change in this Knesset? 

I f  so in what areas? 
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Should Meretz' s focus be on the economy, social issues, the peace, religious secular 

debate . . .  ? 

Did the party do as well as you expected in the election? What did we do well and 

where could we do better? 

Did you agree when Meretz entered the coalition with Shas? 

Were you shocked at how well Shas did? 

What did you do during the campaign? 

Were you threatened or attacked while campaigning? 

Was the atmosphere during campaigning different from during other elections? 

Did working with Meretz during the campaign strengthen yotrr belief in what the party 

stands for? In what way? 

Closing 

Are you proud to be Jewish? What are you most proud of? 

What do you personally get out of being in Meretz? 
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Appendix C :  The English language version of a 1 999 Meretz election flyer describing the 

freedoms espoused by the party. 

to beri� 
t.o rn»ce my own cholc s 
to •� wlthOYt fe.AI" 
eo �t .:an education 

from all r UgiOYs c�rdon 
to marry. to divorce. eo &TOW 
to � buriod �cc.ordin& to my own �lfefs 
to n'\4tkc mistakes, free to make ��nds 
from war 
to ITWlb �ace 
from violtmc 
from extortion. abu� and dt,.crirnination 

from smog. traff"te jAnls �d poUutJon 

to wortc and m Jce a llvin2 
from endf�s resenr duty 
from M>n�leu c�aJties 
to �s�t �o� who �,.... diff. r�nt 
to � proud of who I am 
to support th� rulr of t.w 
to liv in my own country 

,.., �,.,.. ......... �t...c.-t. &lllild ........ .. ...........,. .... -t � •c. t  
0. ..... .., ,. ....... .._ �  S."" A,r., •• �· Ol-S l H:W.. , .. , OJ S HY \  .. �• h .. -4 A<�-C  - ot�· ••...., ,..,., --· -•u _, ., 
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Glossary 

Abba:  Fath er. 

Achdut Ha'Avodah : A left wing Zion ist p arty that was for a t ime a const i tuent o f Mapam 

before breaking away due to that party's s upport for the Soviet Union.  

Agudat Y i srael :  Ashkenazi ul tra-Orthodox party. 

Ahusal : A phrase coined by B antch Kimmerling for I srael's govern ing Ashkenazi e l i te .  

AI  Hamishma.r:  Mapam 's newspaper. Now closed. 

Al iyah : 'To go up'.  The Zionist term for the i m m i gration of Jews to Palestine/Israel .  

Ashkenazim :  European Jews and their  descendants . 

Avodah Evrit :  'Hebrew/Jewish Labour'. The phi losophy used to countenance the exclusion 

of Arab l abour fro m  wide sectors of the Palestin ian-Jewish and Israeli econom y .  

Ba'a lei  Teshuvah : Converts t o  ul tra-Orthodoxy. 

Bet Knesset: Synagogue. 

B i l d ung:  Loosely translated as 'acculturation. '  A key aim of the Prussian secular J ewish 
I 

eli te .  

Brit : C o venant .  

Br i t  mi la :  Circumcis ion .  

Chanichim : pupi ls/tTainees 



340 

DASH: 'The Democratic Movement for Change. '  An electoral coal ition of l iberal 

movements which played a key role in ending three decades of Mapai governance . 

Devarim :  'Sayings' . Part of the l iterary tradition of Judaism. 

Dj uk: 'Cockroach/bug'. Secular pejorative for ultra-Orthodox. 

Dos/sim :  'Religious'. 

Dybbuk: Mythical demon that enters the body of a l iving person and controls their 

behaviour. 

Eretz Yisrael :  'The Land of lsrael.' 

Galut : 'Diaspora'. 

Gaon: 'Geni us ' .  Often used as a moniker for prominent rabbis. 

Get: Religious divorce agreement. 

Gibush: 'Togetherness' ,  a collectivist orientation intentionally aimed at in youth 

socialisation and beyond. 

Goyim:  Gentiles, a pejorative . 

Green Line: The 1967 ceasefire line between Israel proper and the West Bank identified by 

m an y  supporters of the peace process as the basis for an international border between Israel 

and a future Palestinian State. 

Hag: Holiday. 
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Haggadah/ot: The ceremonial text used at the Passover Seder. 

Hakibb utz H a'artzi : The Countrywi de Kibbutz.' The left w i ng k ibbutz movement fou nded 

by members of the Hashomer Hatzair Labour-Zionist youth movement. Closely a l l i e d  to 

the Mapam pol i tical party and, thereafter, M eretz. 

Halakha!Halak h ic :  Jewish rel ig ious law. 

Hametz : Leaven . 

Hanhalah/t : Board. 

Haredi/m : U l tra-Orthodox.  

Hashomer Hatza ir :  'The Young Watchmen' .  A left wing Zionist  youth movement .  

Hasid i s m : A branch of haredi J udaism focused on the person o f  wonder-working rebbes 

(rabbis) and heavily infl uenced by the kabbalist ic trad i t ion .  

Hask a l a :  The Jewish Enl ightenment. 

Hat ikva : 'The Hope . '  J srae l 's national anthem. 

Hedder Oche ! :  Oinin'g roo m .  

H i lon i :  Secular 

H istadrut :  The 1 srael i federat ion of trade unions.  

Hok Hashvut : Law of Return . 
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Hok Sheroot B i tachon:  The draft law. 

Humrah: 'Stringency', when referring to Jewish religious observance and religious law. 

Israel Achat: 'One Israel . '  A coalition o f  centrist parties i n  the 1 999 e lection comprising 

Gesher, Meimad and Labour, dominated by the latter. 

Kabbala/Cabbala: A Jewish mystical tradition often seen as heretical by religious 

authorities but extremely influential in both the rise of Hasidism and in attracting secular 

Israel is to u ltra-Orthodoxy. 

Kaddesh : A prayer of praise. 

Kedusha: Holy. 

Kibbutznik :  Member of a k ibbutz. 

Kiddush : Sabbath and holiday blessings. 

Kol leVi m :  Adult Torah academy/ies. 

Kulturkampf: 'Culture War'. 

M a'arach :  'Align ment. '  An e lectoral coal i tion of left Zionist parties. 

Mafdal : See NRP. 

Mahapach : ' Upheaval', Used to refer to the Likud's victory in the 1 977 general election.  

Makolet: A grocery shop. 
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Mam l achtiut : Statism . 

Mamzer : Bastard . 

Mapai :  The A vodah, ' Labour' Party .  

Mapam:  The Un i ted Worker's Party. '  A social ist, Zionist pariy and a const ituent member of 

the Meretz party from 1 992 .  

Mapamn ik im :  Members of Mapam . 

MaskiVim :  'The enl ightened ones ' Fol lowers of the Ha.s·ka/a. 

Mayan Hachinuch Hatorani 'Source ( Fountain) of Orthodox Education' .  Shas' education 

system . 

Me'atzben : Annoying.  

Medinat I srae l :  The state of  Israel ' ,  preferred by peaceniks to Eretz Yisrael as a moniker. 

Megi l l ah :  The Puri m story. 

Mercaz M erctz: Meretz party headquarters. 

Meretz: 'Energy.'  Also the acronym for i ts const i tuent part ies, Mapam, R ATZ and Shinu i .  

I srael's peacenik left-liberal Zionist party. 

Metsada: Massada . 

Mikveh/vot : Baths used for rel i gious purification r i tuals .  
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Mimsad: 'establ ishment'/el ite. 

' 
Mishna: Written commentary, part of the rel igious tradition . 

Mitpaked :  A paid member. 

Mitzva : An obligatory rel igious commandment. 

Mizrachim :  Sephardim. 

MK: Member of Knesset, parliamenta1ians .  

Moatza : Council .  

Moser: The Halakhic term for a Jew suspected of i l legally providing non-Jews with sacred 

Jewish property, or of providing information leading to the same. 

Moshiach:  Messiah. 

Nakba: 'Catastrophe'. The Arab term for the events of 1 948 .  

NIS :  New Israeli Shekel . 

Noar: 'Youth. " I n  Meretz, those of high school age. 

NRP: 'The National Religious Party . '  Polit ical representatives of the national-rel igious 

sector and strong proponent of the settlement movement. 

Ol im:  New immigrants. 
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Palmach :  El i teLabour-Zionist  m i l itary force . 

Pessach:  Passover. 

Peula :  A youth group session.  

Rabanoot/Rabbinat e :  The t heocrat ic state institut ion responsible for the provision of some 

rel igious services. Controls the rel igious courts.  

RA TZ: "The C i t izen's R i gh t s  Movement . '  I srael's c ivil and h uman rights party strongly 

opposed t o  rel igious coercion and a const i tuent party of Meretz. 

Rav: R abb i .  

Rebbetzen :  The rabbi's w i fe .  

R odef: A person who fac i l itates or plans the murder of a Jew and is  pun ishable by death 

without tr ial ,  according to f-Jalakha. 

Rosh Hashan ah : New Year. 

Sabra : The name of a cactus .  Refers to native bom J ewish-lsrael is the association being that 

t hey are prickly on the outside and sweet on tl1e inside. 

Scder: The Passover · mea 1 .  

Sephardi m :  A tenn original ly  used to refer to exi l.ed Spanish Jewry now referring to the 

descendan ts of this group throughout the world and to Jews and their descendants from 

N orth A frica and tl1e Near East . 

Shabbas :  Y i ddish for the Sabbath .  



346 

Shachar: A Yossi Beil i n  led pol i t ical movement from the Labour left now coalescing with 

Meretz to form Y achad. 

Shalom Akhshav: 'Peace Now'. 

Shas : Sephardi ultra-Orthodox party. 

Shinu i :  A l ibera l-capi tal ist  party with  an increasingly anti-Orthodox publ ic profi le .  Past 

member of both the DASH and Meretz party coal i tions. 

Shmita : The fal low year according to Halakha, every seventh. 

Smolani/smolanit :  'Lefty', used by r ight wingers as a derogatory appellation. 

Snif: Branch. 

Succa: The temporary hut or lean-to created for Succot . 

Taharat Neshek: The IDF doctrine of 'purity of arms' . 

Takanon: Regulations goveming party functions.  

Talli t :  Prayer shawl. 

Talmid Chakham :  'Wise student' or the 'student of a wise teacher'. 

Talmud: Used variously to denote Torah and other elements of Jewish rel igious l i terature. 

Tanakh : The Bible. 
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Tefi l l in :  Religious phylacteries .  

Tikbateh : Resign. 

Tzerie MeretzJTzerim :  'YOtmg' Meretz/Members of 'YOtmg' Meretz, aged 1 8-35 .  

V eida: Conference. 

Yachad: 'Together . '  The party formed in 2003 by the coalescence of Meretz and Shahar. 

Yerukim:  'Greens . '  The environmenta list party led by former RATZ and Meretz Dedi 

Zt1cker. Did not win seats in 1 999. 

Yediat Haaretz: Knowing the land .  A focus of school and youth group education, typically 

i nvolving nature hikes and trips to Massada and other important historical sites of the 

Jewish people. 

Yeshivat Hesder: Army programme combining rel igious and military i nstr uction. 

Yife Nefesh: 'Beautiful souls . '  Derogatory appellation given the peacenik left by right 

wingers. Equiva lent to 'bleeding hearts ' .  

Yishuv : The Jewish comnumity residing in the Land of Israel during t11e Diaspora. 

Y om Ha'atzmaoot: Independence Day. 

Yom HaShoa : Holocaust Day. 

Yuda S homron: 'Judea and Samaria' .  Israeli tenn for the West Bank. 
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