
CONTEM PORARY
ISSUES 
FACING
ISRAELI
SOCIETY

HA BONIM  DROR



" Do Not Cal l  
Us Thy 

Chi ldren, 
Cal l  Us Thy 
Bui lders"



Habonim Dror UK

0208 209 211 1

Contemporary Issues In Israeli Society

www.HaboDror.org.uk

Itai Arik, Shlomo Avineri, 
Moran Azulay, Graham 
Carpenter, Itamar Eichner, 
Jonathan Greenberg, Alan 
Johnson, Herb Keinon, 
Tovah Lazaroff , Jonathon 
Leader, Elior Levy, Ronit 
Margalit, Robin Moss, Kobi 
Nachshoni,  President 
Reuven Rivlin, Stav Shaff ir, 
Gadi Zohar

One of the constant questions 
posed to us as a Zionist youth 
movement  is how we facilitate 
strong, authentic and 
meaningful connections 
between our chanichim, Zionism 
and the State Of Israel. One of 
the answers to this, though 
clearly not the only answer, is to 
at the very least provide our 
older members, and particularly 
our madrichim, with the 
knowledge necessary to 
educate about Israel in a way 
that is multi-faceted, authentic 
and inspiring. This choveret 
stands as an attempt to meet 
that challenge. It does not, 
however, claim to offer a broad 
historical understanding of 
Israeli history, society or culture. 
Rather, it offers a snapshot, of 
the issues which Israeli society 
is currently facing, how those 
issues are being dealt with, and 
what, if any, is our role in aiding 
them do so.  As always, we 
thank our communal partners 
for their support in this 
endeavour, especially the UJIA, 
The UK Task Force, BICOM and  
The New Israel Fund
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Framing The Issues:
The Four Hatikvah 

Questions
By Jonathon Leader

Call me a loser, but I'm a sucker for great educational paradigms, particularly ones that help us 
navigate the often choppy, vitriolic, stormy waters that can be talking about Israel. However the 
people at Makom have come up with something that I believe is not only a very useful educational 
tool, but an important one at that; in the "Four Hatikvah Questions" or 4HQ, if  you're really cool. 

The theory holds that when talking about Israel, certainly within the broad Zionist tent that 
the people in Makom deliberately pitch, there are four key issue areas that people attempt to 
address. These four issue areas can be taken from the penultimate line in Israel's national anthem 
"Hatikvah" (The Hope). "Lehiyot am chofshi b'artzenu" (To be a people, free in our land) Zionists 
for decades have bellowed with pride as the concerto swells to Hatikvah's dramatic f inish ; 
bringing with it that very hope the song is about. However, split that l ine into four, and, apparently, 
you get a pretty damn good way of understanding how people talk about Israel, where they are 
coming from when they do, and of your own organisational challenges in terms of Israel discourse.

To break it down, "Lehiyot?" (To Be?) raises questions of security, what does it mean to exist 
as the state of Israel? "Am?" (People?) raises questions of what the Jewish people should look 
like? Who is a Jew? What is our collective moral or philosophical code? "Chofshi?" (Free?) raises 
questions of democracy, civil rights and freedoms. Should NGOs who receive over 50%  of their 
funding from foreign governments, who coincidentally all happen to be sharply crit ical of Israeli 
government policy, have to declare their funding in public spaces? Is Israel's rule in the West Bank 
democratic? Should asylum seekers from Sudan, or Eritrea be subjected to life in Holot detention 
centre? All questions raised from "Chofshi?" FInally we have B'artzenu ?" (our land?). This  raises 
questions about ancestral connection to the land of  Israel, borders, where should be under Israeli 
sovereignty adn where shouldn't be? What does the land mean to us?. 

Generally speaking, I'd go as far to say that most communal organisations probably manage 
to answer one or two of those questions most of the time when they talk about Israel. Broadly 
speaking, organisations with a more "hawkish" slant are probably quite good at answering 
questions of "Lehiyot?" and B'Arzenu, where as more "dovish" organisations are more prone to 
answsering "Am?" and "Chofshi?". 

The problem being here then that as a community, most of us are probably missing at least 
1, if  not 2, of these questions. A crit icism I have of our own movement is that we are often 
uncomfortable answering "Lehiyot?" because sometimes the answers clash with our answers to 
"Chofshi?", my crit icism of the more hawkish organisations is that they  do the same but in the 
inverse.  

This choveret, therefore, stands as an attempt to answer all four of these questions as 
Habonim Dror. The four "Contemporary Issues Facing Israeli Society" I have decided to focus on 
speaks to each question: Peace and Security (Lehiyot?) Poverty and Inequality (Am?) Democracy 
Under Threat? (Chofshi) and Anti-ZIonism (B'Arzenu) . 

You may not agree with all of our answers to these questions,  but you should hear them 
nonetheless.
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Fear Of  A Third Int ifada
By Ruth Margalit

On the night of October 1st, Naama and Eitam Henkin, an Israeli husband and wife, were driving home from an 
event for alumni of a West Bank yeshiva. Seated in the back of the car were their four young children, ranging 
in age from nine to six months. A vehicle had been following the Henkins for a few minutes, and as it 
approached their car its two passengers opened f ire. Naama and Eitam were kil led on the spot. Their children 
were spared, but only, according to Israeli reports, by chance: one of the assailants? who were later identif ied 
as members of Hamas? accidentally shot the other in the arm, and, in a panic, they f led.

 The days that followed have had a sickening sense of repetit ion: on October 3rd, a Palestinian man 
wielding a knife kil led two Israeli men in the Old City of Jerusalem. A day later, an Israeli teen-ager was 
stabbed, also in the streets of Jerusalem. Last week, Israelis were stabbed in Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, the West 
Bank, and outside a mall in the city of Petah Tikvah. On Sunday, an Arab-Israeli man rammed a car into two 
soldiers outside a kibbutz near Haifa, got out of the car, and stabbed three bystanders. On Monday, four more 
Israelis were stabbed in Jerusalem. Nearly all of the stabbers were kil led or wounded by Israeli security forces, 
whose presence on Israeli streets, particularly in Jerusalem and the West Bank, is always substantial. 

Though this wave of violence is new, it wasn?t unexpected: back in March, almost half  of Israelis polled 
said that the prospects of a third Palestinian intifada were either ?pretty high? or ?very high,? according to 
statistics from the Israel Democracy Institute. That same month, Israelis awarded Benjamin Netanyahu? who 
has done nothing, to say the least, to instil l hope for a polit ical solution? another term as Prime Minister. A 
kind of fatalism, or widespread numbness, appears to have gripped the country. Now there are growing 
concerns that the scattershot stabbings of today may become the suicide bombings of tomorrow. On Sunday, 
those fears seemed to materialize when a Palestinian woman set off  an explosion in a car near Jerusalem, 
which Israeli police called a botched bombing, wounding a police off icer and sustaining injuries herself . 

The stated cause of the recent surge in attacks is Palestinians? belief that the Israeli government is 
trying to change the status quo at the holy compound in Jerusalem, a place revered by Jews as the Temple 
Mount and by Muslims as the Haram al-Sharif , or the Noble Sanctuary. According to security arrangements 
dating back to 1967, the site, while open to Jewish visitors at specif ic t imes, is sealed off  to non-Muslim 
prayer. (I wrote about clashes in the holy compoundlast year.) 

Netanyahu has repeatedly denied trying to bring about a change on the Temple Mount, 
and seems to mean it: he is fully aware that altering the fragile prayer arrangements in the 
al-Aqsa Mosque could result not only in a Palestinian conflagration but a full-blown war with 
the Muslim world. Stil l, his assurances are belied time and again by members of his own 
far-right coalit ion, who ascend the Temple Mount, defy the ban on prayer, and speak of 
instating Jewish sovereignty and building a Third Temple there. Just last month, Uri Ariel, a 
settler minister from the nationalist Jewish Home party, visited the holy site and was 
videotaped praying there. Hamas and its offshoot in Israel, the northern branch of the Islamic 
Movement, have worsened the situation with false rumors and invidious remarks. Last week, 
the leader of the Islamic Movement, the radical sheikh Raed Salah, called for a ?package of 
plans? to be ?unleashed? on Israel. ?May the streets of Jerusalem be purif ied with the blood of 
the innocent, who shed it in order to separate from their souls the soldiers of the Israel 
occupation, and also in the blessed al-Aqsa Mosque,? Raed said in a sermon. 
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In response to the perceived threats to the holy site, Palestinian protests broke out last 
week in the West Bank and in Arab cit ies across Israel. By the end of the week, these 
demonstrations had reached Gaza, where, Israeli forces said, a large crowd stormed 
toward the border fence. The Israeli military has responded with f ire, kil l ing at least 
twenty Palestinians since the violence erupted, including a pregnant woman and a 
toddler, who were hit by an Israeli air strike. ?The third intifada is picking up steam not 
because of a lack of polit ical hope but because of a lack of any kind of hope,? Nahum 
Barnea, one of Israel?s most prominent columnists, wrote last week, in Yediot Aharonot. 
In an unprecedented move, Jerusalem Mayor Nir Barkat called on city residents with 
weapon licenses to carry a f irearm at all t imes. 

Netanyahu?s assurances regarding the Temple Mount ring hollow to Palestinians. 
Mahmoud Abbas, in his address to the United Nation General Assembly last month, 
stated that Israel was allowing ?extremists? to enter the holy site. Palestinians see an 
Israeli government that has been hijacked by a radical settler wing, and they know that, 
just as Netanyahu retroactively approved the il legal construction of West Bank outposts, 
he might be forced to sign off  on changes to the arrangements at the holy site. 
?Netanyahu continues to be dragged after the settlers? leadership in the coalit ion, and is 
dragging all of us into the abyss,? Ayman Odeh, the leader of Israel?s Arab-backed Joint 
List party, said over the weekend. Amid the wave of violence, Israelis are moving even 
further to the right than Netanyahu is: in a poll conducted Monday by Israel?s Channel 2, 
Netanyahu came in third place as the leader most suited to handle the wave of attacks, 
with only f if teen per cent of the vote. The far-right polit icians Avigdor Lieberman, the 
former foreign minister, and Naftali Bennett, the head of the Jewish Home party, gained 
twenty-two per cent and seventeen per cent, respectively. 

If  recent events do lead to a third uprising, Danny Rubinstein, a longtime Israeli 
reporter on Palestinian affairs, said, it should be known as the ?settler intifada?? a 
violent Palestinian response to settler provocations. ?For the f irst t ime, there?s no 
restraining element in the Israeli government,? Rubinstein told me. ?The radical 
elements feel that they are in a position of power. They have an organized agenda. They 
want to bring about the annexation of Area C?? a reference to the sixty per cent of the 
West Bank that is under full Israeli control. Annexation of this territory would mean that 
Palestinian cit ies like Nablus, Jenin, and Ramallah would become isolated enclaves 
unable to function independently, and would result, as Rubinstein put it, in ?a complete 
economic shattering.? 

Despite growing fears that the recent attacks will spil l over into an organized 
uprising, and despite Abbas?s speech at the U.N., Abbas himself  issued a statement to 
the U.S. State Department that he was continuing efforts to deëscalate the violence, and 
Israeli security experts believe that he is, in fact, working to prevent another intifada. 
Some two hundred thousand Palestinians rely on Israel f inancially, Rubinstein 
estimated, whether because they work in more than a thousand Israeli factories in the 
West Bank or because they are employees of the public sector, which receives its money 
through Israel. ?The Palestinian Authority is totally dependent on Israel,? Rubinstein 
said. Tellingly, Hamas, which has called for a ?strengthening and an increasing of the 
intifada,? has so far largely refrained from f iring rockets toward Israeli cit ies (although a 
handful were f ired over the weekend). 
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On Sunday, I spoke to Gadi Zohar, a retired 
brigadier general, about the current escalation. 
Zohar, who was the head of the Israeli Civil 
Administration from 1991 to 1994, effectively 
governed the occupied West Bank during those 
years. Zohar identif ied four main points of 
violence: Jerusalem, the West Bank, Gaza, and 
Arab-Israeli cit ies. ?They are all disparate, but 
what unites them is the Temple Mount and the 
rumors? that it is endangered, Zohar said. 

?The issue of the Temple Mount is a 
convenient common denominator because it 
unites Fatah with Hamas, with Arab-Israelis, 
with the Islamic Movement, and even with 
Islamist groups across the region, from the 
Muslim Brotherhood to Daesh,? he added, using 
the Arabic acronym for the Islamic State.
 Zohar, who is now the chairman of the 
non-partisan Peace and Security Association, 
argued that, despite the fatalistic sentiment 
reigning in Israel, this wave of Palestinian 
violence could have been prevented, had 
Netanyahu stood up to two major forces: the 
northern branch of the Islamic Movement and 
the settler wing of his own government. ?Add 
to that the fact that there is no vision for a 
polit ical solution and the massive neglect of 
the Arab population in Jerusalem,? Zohar told 
me, ?and it becomes combustible.? 

Last Wednesday, Netanyahu, faced with 
mounting pressure to calm the incitement over 
the Temple Mount, barred all lawmakers from 
accessing the holy site. The far-right wing of 
his government grew irate. ?It isn?t normal and 
it doesn?t stand to reason that a Jew can?t 
ascend the Temple Mount,? Ariel, the Jewish 
Home minister, argued in response to the ban. 
Netanyahu depends on the Jewish Home in 
order to preserve his fragile coalit ion. He may 
be serious about wanting to maintain the status 
quo, but, as the past two weeks have proved, 
it?s a status quo that is inching closer and 
closer to the extremist camp. 



The Il lusion Of  Conf l ict  Management
By Gadi Zohar

I"The problem is not a lack of polit ical plans, it 's the lack of vision and a determined leadership. We should 
and must ask ourselves what is the vision for the State of Israel, and who are the leaders that could realize 
that vision."

Two important and interesting conferences that took place in Israel in recent weeks provided 
the opportunity for detailed analysis of our strategic situation. The speakers examined current 
threats and opportunities, and attempted to lay out a roadmap for the State of Israel in l ight of 
rapidly-changing external realit ies as well as internal challenges. 

The f irst conference, entit led ?From the Iranian Nuclear Program to the Nucleus of the 
Israeli-Palestinian Conflict,? was held under the joint auspices of the Council for Peace and 
Security; the Tami Steinmetz Center for Peace Research; the Daniel Abraham Center for 
International and Regional Studies; Molad ? The Center for the Renewal of Israeli Democracy, 
and Tel Aviv University. The second event was the annual conference of the Institute for 
National Security Studies (INSS), entit led ?Changing Rules of the Game??

 The two conferences were dif ferent in character: the f irst was academic, whereas the 
second featured encounters between polit icians and the ?players on the ground,? from 
military and security authorit ies to media and cultural f igures.

 Nevertheless, both conferences concluded that despite the dramatic events, regional 
instability, and sweeping strategic developments of recent years, the status quo alternative - 
managing the conflict while refraining from init iating change - may be a convenient short term 
option, but is a dangerous and even disastrous strategy in the long term. 

No one denies that the current strategic reality is complex; nevertheless, it introduces 
new and unique polit ical and security possibil it ies that could yield strategic advantages, if  
Israel were to become proactive. The challenges facing Israel must be analyzed from the 
standpoint of national security, and not merely through the narrow prism of military security.

The Council for Peace and Security, which brings together hundreds of members with 
rich security and public experience, has adopted this broad perspective in recent years. 
Accordingly, we emphasize the following points:

1.  For the sake of future generations, everything possible must be done to ensure that 
Israel remains democratic, egalitarian, and secure, and the state of the Jewish nation. 

2. For survival and sustainability, the State of Israel must separate from the Palestinians, 
which will then establish a Palestinian state existing in peace alongside the State of 
Israel. 

Gadi Zohar is the chairman for the Council For Peace and Security in Israel

He is  also the ex-head  of the Civil Admimistration in The West Bank    



3. The key threat to Israel?s existence as a democracy is the real possibil ity of a 
deterioration toward a one-state reality (mistakenly referred to as a 
?binational? state) that will not have a Jewish majority and will not be 
democratic. This threat is the main issue that we will address and draw 
attention to over the coming year.

Attaining these objectives requires making an effort to reach an agreement 
with the Palestinians, with the support and assistance of the Sunni Arab countries 
(with whom Israel shares, perhaps temporarily, some common interests), and with 
the involvement of the superpowers, particularly the US. At the same time, there is a 
need to reconsolidate Israeli society, including the Arab and Haredi communities 
who - separately and jointly - are important factors in Israel?s demography and 
inf luence its economy and stability. 

This is a complex equation, and therefore polit ical and other players in Israel 
tend to prefer paths that seem to be shorter and easier. Such escapism may take the 
form of unilateral actions, the expectation that regional forces will take the 
Palestinian chestnuts out of the f ire for us, or the anticipation that the UN, Europe, 
and the US will impose an agreement on us; yet, none of these scenarios will prevent 
us from sliding further down the slippery slope to a Palestinian-Jewish state. 
?Conflict management? is also an il lusion, as well as the artif icial preservation of the 
so-called ?status quo," which does not exist in a natural order.

 The proposed path will be anything but easy, and we cannot get to where we 
want to go unless we walk it, and unless we are will ing to take the necessary risks. 
This requires leadership and a democratic decision. 

We have no desire to present yet another solution to the problems and 
conflicts. We do not believe an ideal plan exists. Over the years, dozens of proposals 
have been put forth, and every day brings yet a new one. The problem is not a lack of 
plans, but a lack of vision and determined leadership. We must focus on the vision 
for the future State of Israel; and elect the leaders that can bring about a realization 
of this vision. 

 



Palest inian Media Spurring 
Wave Of  Terror

By El ior Levy 

Since the beginning of the current terror wave, Hamas' Al-Aqsa TV and other Palestinian 
networks have been devoting nearly all their programming to lauding attacks and 'martyrs'. 

Hamas' popular television channel Al Aqsa, which broadcasts to every home in the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip, has been devoting nearly all of 

its air t ime over the past four months to encouraging 

attacks and keeping the f lame of the current terror 

wave burning. 

Interviews with relatives of terrorists are a daily 

occurrence. "I am the mother of the heroic martyr 

Muataz Qasim, who was kil led in an heroic act near the 

vil lage of Jaba," the mother of one terrorist told the 

channel. "Muataz was a kind, young, handsome man, 

who never hurt anyone and always loved the 

al-Aqsa Mosque. In fact, his favorite thing in the world 

was the al-Aqsa Mosque." 

To complete the picture, the heads of the station, based in the Gaza Strip, set up a new 
studio decorated with burning tires, barbed wire and a wall of graff it i showing Palestinians 
holding knives and stones. The station's hosts wear black and white keff iyehs to show 
solidarity with Palestinians who confront the IDF. 

Al-Aqsa TV's programming is just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the incitement 
raging in Palestinian media in general and in recent months in particular. Channels such as 
Palestine al-Yom and al-Quds carry daily broadcasts with short interludes that unequivocally 
encourage attacks against Israelis.

One clip shows the bodies of all female Palestinian terrorists that were kil led while 
attempting stabbing attacks. It ended with the caption: "We swear to take revenge for Raqiya 
Abu Eid" (the girl who attempted to carry out a stabbing attack last Saturday at Anathoth and 
was shot and kil led). Alongside the caption was an image of a bloody knife. 

Another video incorporates the funerals of terrorists while in the background there is a 
song praising them. There are, of course, endless clips dedicated to specif ic terrorists that are 
presented as almost superhuman heroes. Moreover, the news of every attack is carried live 
with songs of joy and praise to the martyrs.
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And then there are videos designed to sow hatred of IDF soldiers and settlers. The 
videos usually show staged situations in which actors play settlers or soldiers abusing, 
humiliating or shooting innocent Palestinians at checkpoints, markets or in the street. 

At the beginning of the terror wave, off icial Palestinian television broadcasted 
inf lammatory programs, but a direct order given by Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas a few week ago led to a decrease in the level of on-air incitement. 



It  Has To Be Two
By Alan Johnson

Alan Johnson Is A Senior Research Fellow At 
BICOM and Editor of Fathom: For A Deeper 
Understanding Of Israel and The Region.

In his essay How to Talk to a Fanatic, Amos Oz wrote in praise of compromise. The fanatics 
on both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict ? the ?walking exclamation marks? as he 
called them ? offer only more death, while compromise, in the form of the two state 
solution, offers life.
 Despite all, the two state solution remains the grand compromise that solves the 
three things that must be solved if  the conflict is ever to end.

First, it solves the Palestinians? need for a state of their own in which to exercise their 
right to national self-determination as a people, the Palestinian people. 

Second, it solves the Jewish people?s need for the same.

Third, it solves a dilemma: both peoples can only exercise their right to national 
self-determination by sharing the same strip of land.

So, to mark the 20th anniversary of the Oslo II agreement, the online journal Fathom 
has published Two States for Two Peoples ? an e-Book collecting 25 essays and interviews 
drawn from our pages.

While the two state solution reconciles two legitimate but competing claims, the other 
?solutions? simply evade one claim or the other. The so-called ?one-state solution? manages 
to ignore both claims by bracketing not only the long history of murderous conflict between 
the two peoples but their common dream of l iving in their own sovereign state, thus 
proving the truth of George Orwell?s quip that some ideas are so ridiculous you can only get 
the intellectuals to agree to them. 

http://fathomjournal.org/fathom-ebook-two-states-for-two-peoples-20-years-after-oslo-ii-how-to-renew-the-peace-process-between-israel-and-the-palestinians/
http://fathomjournal.org/fathom-ebook-two-states-for-two-peoples-20-years-after-oslo-ii-how-to-renew-the-peace-process-between-israel-and-the-palestinians/
http://fathomjournal.org/fathom-ebook-two-states-for-two-peoples-20-years-after-oslo-ii-how-to-renew-the-peace-process-between-israel-and-the-palestinians/
http://fathomjournal.org/fathom-ebook-two-states-for-two-peoples-20-years-after-oslo-ii-how-to-renew-the-peace-process-between-israel-and-the-palestinians/
http://fathomjournal.org/fathom-ebook-two-states-for-two-peoples-20-years-after-oslo-ii-how-to-renew-the-peace-process-between-israel-and-the-palestinians/


Today in Europe we hear the argument that the two state solution is unjust 
because the Palestinian refugees ? not just the f irst generation, but their children, 
grandchildren, and even great grandchildren; now numbering some f ive to six mill ion 
people ? can?t return to the vil lages that they, or the parents, grandparents or great 
grandparents, were born in. 

Well, here is the thing; they can?t. And yes, that is tragic. (The 700,000 Jews 
driven from the Arab and Muslim lands in late 1940s also don?t get to return. That?s 
also tragic.)
 Yes, the tragedy of 1948 has to be acknowledged. Yes, narratives have to be 
respected. Yes, compensation has to be generous. All that can be done.  And more. 
But here is what can?t be done. The f ilm of history can?t be rewound to 1948. The 
two-state solution is as just as we get to be, given how history went. It is as just as we 
get to be while meeting the need on both sides for national self-determination. 

If  6 mill ion Palestinian refugees ?return? to Israel  it will no longer beIsrael. It 
will be another majority Arab state. And how will the Jews fare in that state? Those 
who say they will fare well should not be taken seriously, for theirs is what we can 
usefully call a vindictive one-statism. 

But the failure of 20 years of the peace process can?t be ignored either. ?One 
more heave? is not good enough. What the process needs now is what some, including 
Ari Shavit, have called thinking about ?new peace?. That means imagining how to 
build, with stubborn determination, the preconditions for compromise. And it means 
cultivating a new sensibil ity, educating both peoples in the spirit of deep mutual 
recognition. Without the enabling conditions, and the affective foundation, the 
excruciating compromises required of both peoples will never be made. 

The Fathom collection is organised in four parts.

Writers from several perspectives assess why the peace process has not succeeded 
so far and how to breathe life back into it. Hussein Ibish argues for the urgent 
empowerment of the Palestinian nation-builders, while Moshe Arens, Ami Ayalon and 
Cary Nelson explore the viability of ?coordinated unilateralism? as a way to break the 
logjam. 

Obstacles to mutual recognition and negotiations are explored: David Pollock 
on Palestinian incitement, Einat Wilf  on the role of UNWRA, and Ofer Zalsberg on 
Israel?s National-Religious community. Shlomo Avineri and Joshua Muravchik argue 
for the cautious management of the conflict in a turbulent Middle East, while Joel 
Braunold appeals for support for those building peace through engagement at the 
grassroots. 

Israeli and Palestinian activists, polit icians and writers ? Hitham Kayali, Isaac 
Herzog, Omer Bar-Lev, and Ari Shavit ? make the case for the two-state solution, with 
a dissenting note added by Benny Begin who asks the sceptical question: does Israel 
really have a partner for peace? 

The dif f icult ?core issues? of the negotiating process are examined. Meir Kraus 
and Danny Seidemann assess the future of Jerusalem, while Lior Amihai and Danny 
Dayan debate the settlement project and its compatibil ity with the resolution of the 
conflict. 



The academic David Newman looks at how the border between the two states might 
be demarcated, while Sapan Maini-Thompson shows how research undertaken by the 
Portland Trust proves that boycott campaigns only damage peace-making. 

Three experts ? Michael Herzog, Gershon Baskin and Shlomo Brom ? make the 
case for a new compact for Gaza: reconstruction for demilitarisation. 

Finally, two Israeli foreign policy heavyweights ? Efraim Halevy, the former 
head of the Mossad, and Dore Gold, the current Director-General of the Israeli 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs ? wrestle with the implications of regional chaos for the 
peace process. 

In the spirit of the journal in which they were published, the Fathom writers 
offer no ?line? but they do exemplify a certain spirit of refusal; they will not give up on 
the only serious option for peace. They keep probing. The deal may not be available 
today, but the paradigm must be available tomorrow. Because in the end, it will have 
to be two. 





Poverty And Inequal ity 
Within The Israel i Society 

By Robin Moss

Head of the UJIA Centre 

For Israel Engagement

I know that graphs, statistics and numbers turn people off . But please ? bear with me. I 
want to show you three graphs that tell a too-rarely-discussed part of the story of Israel 
today. 

This is a graph of GDP per capita of Israel (basically, how wealthy the average Israeli 
is) since 1960. It is not inf lation-adjusted, but you can see a clear trend. Israelis have, on 
average and with a couple of small, short exceptions, got more and more prosperous 
throughout the last 50 years. Indeed, since 2005, Israel has been nothing short of an 
economic miracle. As most Western economies have struggled with banking crises and 
mass unemployment, Israel has surged. Israel today is a member of the OECD, the elite 
club of high-income, developed economies. 

But underneath this picture of ever-increasing wealth, a more complex reality is 
masked. This second graph shows income quintiles (in other words dividing the population 
of Israel into f if ths based on income, with the poorest f if th at the left hand side and the 
richest f if th on the right hand side). Ignore the details ? just look at the overall highs of the 
columns. You will note from this graph that all of the bottom four quintiles spend each 
month more than they earn. In other words, you need to be in the top 20%  of Israeli 
households by income to make ends meet. Or, to put it another way, 80%  of Israeli 
households do not earn enough to cover their day-to-day living expenses. The vast majority 
of Israelis are living on borrowed f inancial t ime.



And this incredible wealth coupled with huge inequality of incomes and expenditures 
has its consequences. This f inal graph shows a selection of the wealthiest countries in the 
world. Israel has the highest poverty rate in the developed world. (The data is now ten years 
old, but the story since then has, if  anything, got worse, not better). One in four Israelis is 
l iving below the poverty line. And ? perhaps even more remarkably ? if  you exclude the two 
most structurally-poor sectors of the society, namely Arab cit izens of Israel and Haredi Jews 
(and, to be clear, excluding them excludes about a third of all Israelis), Israel stil l fares 
poorly. Now, only the USA has greater poverty, and stil l one in six Israelis is under the 
poverty line. Indeed (though not shown on the graph below), one in three Israeli children is 
currently growing up in a household under the poverty line. 



This is not the Israel of gleaming Tel Aviv skyscrapers or yacht-lined Herzliya 
Pituach marinas. This is not the Israel of high-tech innovators selling their start-up 
companies to American mega-corporations for bil l ions of dollars. This is also probably 
not the Israel of most Israelis you or I know, who tend to be comfortably middle-class 
(even though they might complain, not unreasonably, about the high cost of housing, 
food and other everyday outgoings). This is a gritty, uncomfortable, upsetting but also 
potentially inspiring and youth-empowering Israel. 

Poverty in Israel comes in a number of ?f lavours?. There is the wide-spread 
poverty within the Haredi Jewish population, arising from their cultural/ religious 
aversion to male employment, the high proportion of female employment in the 
(comparatively poorly-paid) education sector and their large family size, with 
commensurate high costs of l iving. There is poverty within the Arab populations, which 
has been attributed to low female labour force participation (again, cultural/ religious 
factors are the key to this), underinvestment in their education system by successive 
governments and stil l-prevalent direct and indirect discrimination within the jobs 
market. There is poverty amongst Mizrahi Jews, particularly amongst those who live in 
the ?periphery? (the Negev and the Galil), many of whom constitute the ?working class? 
of Israel and whose job prospects are limited by intergenerational low educational 
attainment and long-standing ethnic prejudice from the Ashkenazi business elite. There 
is poverty amongst many recent immigrant groups, for instance the Russian and 
Ethiopian olim, arising from the dif f iculties of integrating into a new society and 
probably also some plain, old-fashioned racism in the case of the Ethiopians. And so on. 

Of course, all is not doom and gloom ? far from it. There are incredible 
programmes run by a raft of non-prof its (many of which are local only, some of which 
have supporting branches here in the UK) to tackle poverty in a range of ways. The work 
of Leket, Meir Panim, Pitchon Lev or many others, whilst tragic in its necessity, is 
inspiring in its concrete effects on people?s lives. In more traditional Jewish 
communities, long-standing mutual support networks (for example, Gemachim that 
allow orthodox Jews to share expensive-but-not-perishable items, such as wedding 
dresses, and also extend interest-free loans to those in need) ensure that families do 
not slip through the cracks. And Israeli polit icians are f inally waking up to the dif f icult 
realit ies of poverty and inequality in Israel (although of course the blame game between 
left and right plays out here too). Perhaps action will be taken to start to do something 
about both the causes and effects of these problems. 

What does this mean for you as youth movement members? Let me suggest three 
things you can do, apart of course from fundraising (which every charity wants you to do 
all the time? ) to make the issues of poverty and inequality part of your Israel identity. 

1. Get educated ? poverty and inequality have become big issues in Israel in 
recent years. A quick Google search will reveal loads of news articles, but perhaps the 
best, most easily-accessible expert resource is the Taub Center, a Jerusalem-based 
social policy research institute. Their ?Picture of a Nation? report is well worth a read, 
and won?t take you too long either. And once you have become a bit more educated 
yourself?  

http://www.leket.org/english/
http://www.mannauk.org/
http://www.mannauk.org/
http://pitchonlev.org.il/len/
http://pitchonlev.org.il/len/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gemach
http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Politics-And-Diplomacy/Opposition-denounces-government-for-continued-rise-in-poverty-levels-436855
http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Politics-And-Diplomacy/Opposition-denounces-government-for-continued-rise-in-poverty-levels-436855
http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Politics-And-Diplomacy/Opposition-denounces-government-for-continued-rise-in-poverty-levels-436855
http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Politics-And-Diplomacy/Opposition-denounces-government-for-continued-rise-in-poverty-levels-436855
http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Politics-And-Diplomacy/Opposition-denounces-government-for-continued-rise-in-poverty-levels-436855
http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Politics-And-Diplomacy/Opposition-denounces-government-for-continued-rise-in-poverty-levels-436855
http://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Politics-And-Diplomacy/Opposition-denounces-government-for-continued-rise-in-poverty-levels-436855
http://taubcenter.org.il/
http://taubcenter.org.il/
http://taubcenter.org.il/a-picture-of-the-nation-2015/
http://taubcenter.org.il/a-picture-of-the-nation-2015/
http://taubcenter.org.il/a-picture-of-the-nation-2015/
http://taubcenter.org.il/a-picture-of-the-nation-2015/


2. Educate others ? all youth movement members are educators. Education doesn?t 
only happen in peulot. All of you have people that you talk about Israel with, whether that be 
friends, family, chanichim, people at school, people at shul etc. And these conversations 
build up each of our senses of Israel. Make poverty and inequality part of your Israel 
conversations. That might mean pointing it out more often when you are on a family holiday 
in Israel. That might mean saying something at your Shabbat table, adding to a discussion 
about Israel in a way that avoids everything being about Israeli polit ics. That might mean 
running a session on this for your peers at the Bayit or your chanichim at ken or on camp. This 
will raise awareness of this important topic with more and more Jews here in the UK. Which 
leads nicely onto?  

3. Do something about it - spend some time in Israel volunteering with an organisation 
that works in these areas. There are loads of ways you can spend an hour, a half-day, a week 
or a year giving your time to help make Israel just a litt le less unequal and just a litt le less 
poor. It is also an incredible Zionist act, because it is part of you as a Jew stepping up to help 
support and improve the State of Israel, the collective venture of the entire Jewish people.

Finally, if  you do nothing else, watch this video. It?s by the Israeli singer-songwriter 
Kobi Oz, from his incredible 2010 album Mizmorei Nevuchim (Psalms for the Perplexed). It 
pairs up ancient words from the Tanakh about the Jewish responsibil ity to reduce poverty 
with haunting images of the poor in contemporary Israel. It will change how you see Israel, 
and I hope make you feel more committed to helping the Israeli society to tackle these 
urgent problems. And that, I believe, is a living, exciting, energising task for you as youth 
movement members. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XIMI6VP5NsY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XIMI6VP5NsY


True Zionism
By Stav Shaf f ir

If  you're viewing this choveret online, watch the above video, 
it 's much more effective than reading a transcript. However, if  
you're viewing this on print, here's the transcript nonetheless.

"Thank you ,Mr Speaker, my dear friends. Minister Bennet,  who dared stand up here in 
order to spread lies,  should at least have the decency to stand here before us and 
answer questions. Friends, my friends from the right, your fear is evident, you are simply 
afraid. You are afraid because in the last two year we have uncovered your corruption. 
We uncovered how, behind your ideological positions you took Israeli public funds, tax 
money that the public worked so hard for, and you transferred it to your friends. For jobs, 
to private companies, for activists, for private NGOs. We discovered how the Jewish 
Home Party, who pretends to be more Zionist than Ben Gurion. We discovered how this 
Party took public funds, and instead of transferring to them to the fail ing factories in the 
peripheral regions, instead of transferring them to cit ies like Pri Galil or Arad, instead of 
transferring them to hospitals  to increase the number of beds, instead of expanding 
classrooms, instead of making our public transport excellent, you took our money, and 
you threw it out- you gave it away!  To your friends! You gave it to private NGOs at whose 
head sits Jewish Home loyalists. Where is Naftali Bennet to respond to the issues that NIS 
33 Mill ion was il legally granted to the Yesha Council by the f inance committee at the 
time he headed it? Respond and answer. Don't argue with us about Zionism, because real 
Zionism, my friends, is to distribute the budget equally between all cit izens, real Zionism 
is to be concerned with the weakest members of society. Real Zionism is solidarity. Not 
only in battle, but in the day to day. To keep each other safe, that is what it is to be Israeli



that is Zionism. To be concerned about the future of the cit izens of this country. In the 
hospitals, in the schools, on the roads, with welfare, that is Zionism. And you're taking it, 
and you're destroying it. You're taking it and turning the public purse into a lease for your 
own polit ical horse trading.You forgot about the Negev and the Galil in order to transfer 
NIS 1.2 Bill ion to the settlements for bonuses, You forgot Israel, you lost Zionism a long 
time ago. Friends, when we sing Hatikvah, we sing it with all the meaning of the word. 
Hope, a polit ics that has hope. A polit ics that has a future, a polit ics that looks to the 
future and wants to make life better here, more secure. That wants to make peace, that 
wants to f ix relationships between the various parts of this society, that believes in 
equality of rights, that believes in equality of budget, that thinks that every single Israeli 
cit izen deserves an equal portion and deserves a good life. That's real Zionism and that's 
Hatikvah. If  Netanyahu were to write our national anthem he would probably have to call 
it the anthem of despair. It is against your polit ics that we f ight, against the slander, 
against the lies, and in favor of a polit ics of hope. Of a future of goodness, thank you."





Israel 's Palest inian Minority:
An Overview

By Itai Arik

Itai Arik is the Education Off icer at the UK Task Force

Israel?s Arab population includes Muslim and Christian Palestinian-Arabs, Bedouin and 
Druze communities. Arab cit izens make up 20.7%  of Israeli cit izens or approximately 1.7 
mill ion people. Projections by the Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics show that the Arab 
population will grow to 1,931,000 by 2020 (20%  of the total population) and 2,361,600 
by 2030 (23.7%  of the total population). And stil l- a 2007 Israeli Central Bureau of 
Statistics report, indicated that the general rate of preventable deaths among Arabs was 
1.5 times higher than those of Jews. For example, deaths from cardiovascular diseases 
were 1.6 times higher among Arabs than Jews. 

Despite ongoing progress, signif icant gaps between Arab and Jewish cit izens stil l 
exist in almost all socio-economic measures. Arab poverty rates, a tell ing indicator, are 
more than three times the poverty rates among the Jewish majority. According to the 
Authority for Economic Development of the Arab, Druze and Circassian Sectors 
(hereinafter ?the Authority for Economic Development?), 51%  of all Arab families and 
over 62%  of all Arab children live in poverty, compared with 15%  and 23.8%  of Jewish 
cit izens, respectively. 

Arab municipalit ies control only 2.5%  of the overall land within Israel and while the 
government has created over 700 new Jewish communities since the formation of the 
state, no new Arab communities have been authorised to cater to natural population 
growth, leading to large housing shortages. 

Some 90%  of Arab communities in Israel are rated on the three lowest 
socio-economic rankings by Israel?s Central Bureau of Statistics (out of a total of ten 
possible rankings). In addition to low standards of l iving and dif f icult conditions on 
individual and community levels, high rates of poverty mean high costs to the country in 
state welfare services, lost productivity, lost tax revenue, and low consumer activity. 
Israeli government estimates indicate that Arab cit izens, despite constituting more than 
20%  of the population, contribute only 8%  to Israel?s GDP at an estimated loss of over NIS 
30 bill ion each year.

Inadequate public transportation in the Arab municipalit ies, a lack of industrial 
zones, and a shortage of state-run daycare centers cause big gaps in employment that 
contributes to the socio-economic gap. 

Current Arab men and women?s employment participation rates are 69%  and 26% , 
respectively (compared to 74%  and 73%  among Jewish men and women).10 Income and 
salary statistics show that Arab men, while having similar rates of participation as Jewish 
men, earn an average of 25% -50%  less. 



Given demographic trends, the Israeli Bureau of Statistics warns that if  current 
employment rates persist, there will be a signif icant drop in overall employment and in 
the Israeli standard of l iving? thus exacerbating socio-economic disparit ies, their 
associated societal costs, and jeopardizing Israel?s long-term economic stability. 

The issue of Arab employment is thus an area of both crit ical concern and great 
potential. Increasing overall labor participation and effectively integrating Arab cit izens 
into Israel?s advanced job market stands to strengthen the economy, help close economic 
gaps, and stem costs associated with high rates of poverty and low economic activity in 
Arab communities?  creating a more equal society and strengthening Israel?s social fabric. 

The Israeli government has set ambitious goals for 2020 aiming to signif icantly 
increase Arab employment rates. While sheer increase in numbers is part of the equation, 
equally important is the quality and type of employment. 

The limited provision of public transportation to and from Arab towns and vil lages 
exacerbates the problem of education as well. 

Of all university students working towards an undergraduate degree in 2009, 86.1%  
were Jews and 10.6%  were Arabs. The High Court and various Knesset Committees have 
identif ied education gaps in unequal allocation of budgets, higher drop-out rates, lack of 
suff icient school facil it ies and lower education achievements (matriculation rates) and 
funds for special education. 

The reasons for the inequalit ies between Israel?s Arab and Jewish populations are 
multiple and complex. The government, civil society and the private sector can all play 
their part in helping to narrow the socio-economic gaps between the two communities. 
What is clear is that, in general, the Arab population is keen to play more of a role in Israeli 
society and contribute to Israel?s economy in the same way as the Jewish population .





Marriage in Israel
IRAC Editorial

Background

Israel inherited its system of registering marriage from the Ottoman Empire via the 
Brit ish.1Under this system only religious authorit ies ?  the Orthodox-controlled Chief 
Rabbinate, mosques and churches ?  have the power to off iciate marriages. There is no 
Israeli authority empowered to perform civil marriages. Among the most ardent opponents 
of this situation have been the Reform and Conservative Movements. Both movements are 
prevented from off iciating at weddings in Israel as a result of the Orthodox control over 
religious authority in Israel.2 The Israel Religious Action Center is one of the leading 
groups pressuring the government through the courts to promote freedom of choice in 
marriage.

Jurisdict ion Over Marriage in Israel

Marriages in Israel are tied to the religious status of a couple. Jews must turn to the off ice 
of the local Orthodox Rabbinate in order to have a valid marriage. The Law of Rabbinical 
Courts (Marriages and Divorces) - 1953 - establishes that matters of marriage of Jews in 
Israel, whether cit izens or residents, are under the exclusive jurisdiction of Orthodox 
rabbinical courts and are to be performed ?in accordance with the law of Moses and 
Israel.?3 However, legal marriages performed outside of Israel are recognized. Thus all 
couples who choose to wed in a Reform service must also be married outside of Israel in 
order to be recognized as a married couple. The f irst legal outcome of not getting married 
legally outside of Israel in addition to the Reform service is that the couple will not be able 
to register as spouses. Rather, the couple would hold the legal standing of a ?publicly 
known couple,? a form of common-law recognition that does not equate to marriage. 

Israeli weddings performed privately, which includes Reform and Conservative 
ceremonies (i.e. not performed by a member of the local Rabbinate), do not entit le a 
couple to a marriage certif icate and are ineffective for registration and other economic 
benefits such as residence, health, education, insurance and taxation. [The Law of 
Penalties -1977- establishes criminal punishment (up to six months imprisonment) for 
anyone who performs a wedding ceremony without the Rabbinate, knowing that the 
action is against the law.

 

http://www.irac.org/IssuePapers.aspx#Cit1
http://www.irac.org/IssuePapers.aspx#Cit21
http://www.irac.org/IssuePapers.aspx#Cit3


Gett ing Married in Israel : a Jewish Couple?s Only Opt ion

A Marriage ceremony performed by an Orthodox rabbi is the only mechanism for a Jew to be 
legally married to another Jew in Israel. Forcing two Jews to get married through the 
Orthodox establishment in Israel is a clear violation of freedom of religion. 

Having only the option of an Orthodox wedding means that many secular Israeli couples are 
forced to marry through the Rabbinate even though it is against their beliefs. The bride must 
go to the mikvah, oftentimes an unpleasant experience. The Rabbinate often tries to teach 
Orthodox family values by forcing the bride and sometimes the groom to go to classes, and 
teaching them about "family l ife" as a pre-condition for marriage. A widow whose husband 
died childless must receive a "chalitza" (release) from her brother-in-law, if  l iving. A divorced 
person must be able to show that he/she has been divorced religiously. A member of the 
House of Cohen may not marry a divorced woman in Israel. 

In addition, there are over 300,000 Jews in Israel who identify as Jewish and not as any other 
religion, but do not qualify as Jews according to Halacha and therefore cannot get married in 
Israel. Off icially, they are considered by the Rabbinate to be ?without religion.? 

Recognit ion of  Marriages Performed Outside of  Israel

Marriages performed for Jews outside of Israel that are valid in the foreign country in which 
they were performed receive retroactive recognition by the State of Israel. This includes civil 
marriages and non-Orthodox marriages. Citizens of Israel who marry in the course of a visit to 
a foreign country or travel abroad for this purpose will also receive such recognition.7Today, 
Cyprus is the most popular destination for Israelis seeking to get married abroad due to its 
close proximity. Also, Cyprus is well aware of the lack of civil marriage in Israel and has 
developed a signif icant industry to provide this service to the many thousands of Israelis that 
come there every year to be married. In 1951, the Supreme Court of Israel ruled that 
marriages performed outside Israel, if  conducted by a rabbinical court in accordance with 
halacha (Jewish law), must be recognized in Israel. In 1962, the Supreme Court determined 
that the Ministry of the Interior must register as married all couples who married in a civil 
marriage abroad, even if  either or both of the couple were cit izens of Israel. 

In November 2006, the Israeli Supreme Court ruled that civil marriages of Jewish couples who 
could have wed in Israel, but chose to marry abroad, have full legal recognition as a marriage 
for the purpose of Israeli law (overruling the decision of a rabbinical court which had 
determined that a religious court had the authority to decide the validity of a civil marriage 
conducted abroad). While the state for many years has treated these marriages as valid, their 
actual legal status was not clear. The Supreme Court recognized the importance of the right 
to family l ife and it acknowledged the fact that thousands of Israelis choose to marry abroad. 
Therefore, it was necessary to recognize the validity of such marriages. 

IRAC and Civi l  Marriage: Current  Status and Next  Steps

The Israel Religious Action Center is committed to working to ensure freedom of marriage in 
Israel. IRAC is currently exploring the legal consequences of performing a Reform marriage 
service without having the couple also marry in a civil service outside of Israel. IRAC is a 
member of the coalit ion group - the Forum of Freedom of Choice in Marriage - which recently 
updated the Guide for Civil Marriage (in Israel) that was f irst published in 1999. The 
document provides a review of the countries where Israelis can be married in a civil marriage.

http://www.irac.org/IssuePapers.aspx#Cit7


In early 2000, a discussion began regarding the various options for civil marriage in Israel. 
Options for ?Brit HaZugiut? vary from the most open, where anyone can join in a civil 
union-like marriage, to a narrower option, where only two people ?without religion? can join 
together. This latter option appears as if  it will be adopted by the right-wing government under 
Benjamin Netanyahu. While this option enables the former Soviet Union Jews to get married in 
Israel, it l imits their partners to others who are not considered Halachically Jewish. This has 
severe consequences and IRAC will take the appropriate steps to attempt to block the passage 
of this bil l. 



Government Approves Mixed
Prayer Area At  Western Wal l

By: Moran Azulay, Roi Yanovsky, Kobi Nachshoni and 

Itamar Eichner.

According to the proposed arrangement, a 
new prayer area will be set up south of the 
existing separate prayer areas. The new 
prayer area will be modeled on the one set 
up at Robinson's Arch two years ago where 
Women of the Wall could worship, and will 
allow Reform and Conservative Jews to pray 
according to their custom. 

This is an achievement for the 
Women of the Wall group, which has been 
f ighting for women's prayer rights at the 
Kotel, aided by both female and male MKs. 
The Women of the Wall group wishes to 
pray and read from the Torah collectively 
and out loud at the Western Wall, while also 
wearing prayer shawls. 

The compromise agreement, which 
was formulated by a team headed by 
Cabinet Secretary Avichai Mandelblit and 
signed by Women of the Wall and the 
Western Wall Heritage Foundation, ensures 
that "the Western Wall will be open and 
accessible to any Jew seeking to pray in a 
manner that bef its his identify and beliefs."

The new prayer area will be made 
"respectable, accessible and visible, and 
serve as an integral part of the Western 
Wall site."

However, the new area will not be 
connected to the existing separate men and 
women sections, as it is on a lower level, 
and located on the other side of the 
Mughrabi Bridge leading to the Temple 
Mount. In addition, because of the polit ical 
sensitivity over construction at the site, it is 
not possible to create contiguity between 
the dif ferent prayer areas, but the three 
areas will share an entrance. 

The Western Wall Heritage Foundation will 
not be responsible over the new area, as it 
is on the existing one - it will instead be 
managed by a public council formed at the 
Prime Minister's Off ice. Among the council 's 
members will be representatives of the 
non-Orthodox sectors and Women of the 
Wall. In return, the Chief Rabbinate will 
have full authority over the prayer customs 
at the existing separate men and women 
prayer sections. 



Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu called the proposal "a compromise on this delicate issue 
in a place that is supposed to unite the Jewish People. While I know that this is a delicate 
issue, I think that this is a fair and creative solution." 

While voting against the plan, ministers from the ultra-Orthodox parties Shas and 
United Torah Judaism decided not to use their right of veto to thwart the plan, which would 
have led to a crisis in the coalit ion because they view it as "the lesser of evils" compared to 
previous proposals that allocated larger areas of prayer for the mixed section.

The haredim are worried of the precedent set by the plan, which will in effect serve as 
state recognition of Reforms and Conservatives as legitimate Jewish movements. On the 
other hand, the agreement does enshrine in law the ultra-Orthodox control over the existing 
prayer area, keeping liberal entit ies away from it. 

Agriculture Minister Uri Ariel (Bayit Yehudi) said ahead of the vote that he intends to 
oppose the plan, saying it is "unnecessary and hurts the Jewish tradition, which is important 
to all of us. The reform Jews from Israel, and mostly from abroad, are intentionally harming 
the values we hold dear, and allowing them into the Western Wall (on its southern side) will 
offend traditional Israeli cit izens."

But it 's not just members of the religious factions that opposed the proposal. The 
project is estimated to cost over NIS 30 mill ion and according to government off icials, three 
Likud ministers - Ze'ev Elkin, Yariv Levin and Miri Regev - all refused to allocate funds for the 
prayer area from their ministries.

Because of that, the Prime Minister's Off ice, the Finance Ministry and the Diaspora 
Affairs Ministry allocated a total of NIS 25 mill ion from their respective budgets to set up the 
prayer area and its access paths to the Western Wall, while the Jewish Agency will add NIS 10 
mill ion for the project. An additional NIS 10 mill ion are stil l needed and a solution for that 
will be found in the coming month. 



Revolut ion For Women and 
Rel igious Freedom in Israel

Women Of  The Wal l

Government approves Mendelbl i t  Plan for a third, plural ist  prayer sect ion at  the Western 
Wal l

In approving this plan, the state acknowledges women?s full equality and autonomy at 
the Kotel and the imperative of freedom of choice in Judaism in Israel.

Women of  the Wal l  endorse a future plan for the creat ion of  a new sect ion of  the 
Western Wal l .

The women?s prayer group is being credited as the catalyst and force behind the 
historical agreement backed by Prime Minister Netanyahu.The approval of the Mendelblit Plan 
is the f irst step to women?s full equality and empowerment at the Western Wall, the holiest 
site for Jews and a public space in Israel.

For Women of the Wall, representing religious women from across the Jewish 
denominational spectrum, the creation of a third section of the Kotel sets a strong precedent in 

in Israel: women as administrators of a holy 
site, women as leaders, women as inf luential 
force not to be ignored or silenced. 

If  and when the Mendelblit plan is fully 
implemented and the third section has been 
constructed as a prayer space in accordance 
with this agreement, Women of the Wall will 
relocate monthly Rosh Hodesh prayers to the 
new space. If  and when this transition is 
complete, the new section will make way for 
great change: women will pray at the Kotel as 
equals, as active participants and leaders in 
rituals, ceremonies and of course in reading 
from the Torah. When one enters the Kotel?s 
upper plaza, from any entrance, the southern 
end of the Western Wall will be visible. The 
new section at the southern end of the Kotel 
will be a large, open prayer space, similar in 
design aesthetic to the northern Kotel prayer 
spaces. The pluralist section will provide 
matching religious services but with 
ideological diversity with Torah scrolls, a 
myriad of choices of prayer books and a strict 
policy of inclusion, tolerance and acceptance 
of all who worship there. 

Women Of The Wall Pray

At Robinsons Arch



Women of the Wall have struggled for 27 years for women?s equality and in this 
agreement have achieved much more than that. The vision of the new section of the Kotel is 
a physical and conceptual space open to all forms of Jewish prayer. Instead of splitt ing up 
the existing pie into ever more divided, smaller pieces, we are making the pie much larger 
and sharing the new space. Unlike the northern Kotel prayer sections, where ultra-Orthodox 
social norms and traditions are forced on all who visit there, the southern section of the 
Kotel welcomes all visitors to pray according to their own traditions. Negot iat ions yield 
revolut ionary, historic f ruit : 

- A strong coalit ion between Women of the Wall, the Reform Movement, the 
Conservative/Masorti Movement, the Jewish Federations of North America, and the 
Jewish Agency headed by Natan Sharansky. This coalit ion has given voice to those who 
have been silenced and ignored in Israel until now.

- There will be one main entrance, the Shoken entrance, is going to be transformed to 
allow full visibil ity of the third section and a point of choice for all prayer sections.

- The de-criminalization of women?s prayer at the Kotel, including the women?s section 
even after the f inalization of the third section. Removing criminal sanctions for 
non-compliance with Kotel ?local custom? as defined by ultra-Orthodox rabbinic 
authority. 

- The liberation of the Western Wall upper plaza. The plaza of the Western Wall, the 
shared space above the three prayer sections, will be established as a national plaza 
for state ceremonies, free of discrimination based on gender and denomination. 

- The allocation of holy space in Israel and state budget to women and non-Orthodox 
Jewish factions is groundbreaking. In this agreement the state and the off ice of the 
Administrator of the Western Wall and Holy places formally recognize and accept 
pluralist Jewish denominations and movements for the very f irst t ime. This 
achievement in and of itself  will open the f loodgates to Jewish pluralism in Israel.

- Women?s prayer groups, l ike Women of the Women, that wish to read Torah will have 
full access to Torah scrolls and a space set aside from mixed prayer to do so at the 
Kotel. 

The new section will be managed not by ultra-Orthodox hegemony but by a council of 
representatives who are committed to pluralism and inclusion in Jewish ritual l ife: the 
Jewish Agency, the Jewish Federations of North America, the Reform Movement, the 
Conservative/Masorti Movements and Women of the Wall. Once built, the new section will 
welcome school groups, birthright trips, ceremonies, mass prayers and visit ing dignitaries 
regularly and with open arms. 

The next  step

Until Women of the Wall move to the new section of the Kotel, the women?s prayer group 
will continue to pray according to their traditions in the women?s section as part of the ?local 
custom,? as defined in the 2013 District Court Decision by Judge Sobell. 
 Women of the Wall?s conditions for moving to the new section are specif ic to the 
agreement approved today and include:

- The transformation of the entrance to the Kotel plaza, including moving the ?Shoken? 
security gate to create a majestic, ceremonious and visible path to the third section. 

- The fully functional and operational third section including construction completed, 
infrastructure built and staff  hired, prayer books, tall itot, Torah scrolls, etc. available in 
the prayer space. 

- Removal of all obstacles of visibil ity of the new section. 
- Certif ication for the legality and safety of all of the platforms of the plaza. 



Until Women of the Wall?s executive board is satisf ied with the full (not partial) 
implementation of this agreement, the group will continue to pray in the women?s section and 
to struggle for full rights there. Women of the Wall will not stop f ighting for women?s free 
access to the Torah. Until a pluralist third section is available and suitable for such prayer, 
Women of the Wall?s place remains in the women?s section. 

Women of  the Wal l?s vision- then and now  

Women of the Wall?s goal has always been women?s freedom and empowerment in 
prayer at the Kotel. Now, all Kotel visitors will see a range of choices in front of them: the 
ultra-Orthodox prayer sections as well as a spacious, open, welcoming pluralist prayer section 
for families and groups of all kinds. School children who visit the Kotel on mandatory 
educational trips will see all of the Jewish possibil it ies before them and most importantly, 
Israeli girls will see that women need not be excluded, marginalized and silenced by Judaism. 
Families who wish to celebrate Jewish life cycle events no longer have to sneak in a Torah for 
women, stand on plastic chairs to catch a glimpse of their bar mitzvah (currently there is no 
current option of an off icial bat mitzvah ceremony at the Kotel), or face harassment. 

It is our belief that once it is completed, all visitors, worshippers, soldiers, immigrants, 
families, groups and individuals of all kinds will all f ind their place in the new section. It stands 
to reason that a public prayer space at the Kotel created with great care to ref lect the diverse 
identit ies of the Jewish people will attract just that- am yisrael.

These negotiations and this agreement which, if  implemented, will change the way Jews 
experience the holiest place in Israel for future generations, would never have come to be 
were it not for the dedicated, determined struggle, feminist activism and prayer of Women of 
the Wall for over 27 years. The real heroes will be the women and men who came to the Kotel 
with Women of the Wall each month and those who stood in solidarity with us all over the 
world. It was their inf luence and their determination that forced the government of Israel to 
negotiate a solution that dignif ies all Jews. 
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Israel i Democracy In Crisis
By Graham Carpenter

Graham Carpenter is the New Israel Fund

New Gen Community Coordinator 

Over the last few months it has become clear to those working in and with Israel?s civil society 
that there is currently a ?Crisis of Democracy? in Israel, with Naomi Chazan, former deputy 
speaker in the Knesset and former president of the New Israel  Fund going as far as calling it  
?a democratic recession which is fast slipping into de-democratization? (Times of Israel Article 
?Israel Democracy on the Brink? 15/02/2016).This is currently best demonstrated by the 
recent NGO Transparency Bill passing through the Knesset, and which should be considered as 
the latest in a long line of anti-democratic legislative proposals. If  passed, (right now it has 
already passed a f irst reading) the NGO-Transparency Bill will require that all NGOs that 
receive over 50%  of their funding from ?foreign state entit ies? must specif ically declare it on 
all of their documentation and communications and state it verbally at meetings with 
Government off icials or visits to the Knesset. Any single violation of the law would carry a f ine 
of NIS 29,200 (roughly £5,000). I hear you asking - why is this signif icant? Isn?t another level 
of transparency good for an open democracy? Don?t we have a right to know when something 
is funded by a foreign interest? 

Meretz Chairwoman Zehava Galon answers this best: ?The government decision to 
support the NGO law... is a continuation of the witch hunt, polit ical persecution, and 
censorship of human rights groups and left-wing organizations that crit icize the government?s 
conduct. The goal of this proposal is to harm the legitimacy and operation of NGOs aff il iated 
with the polit ical left and human rights groups as a f irst step before outlawing them entirely 
and banning their activit ies? 

Why is this? In simple terms, we are talking about a fundamental shif t in the discourse 
around Israel?s civil society and the way the government interacts with it. It t ies into 
extreme-right nationalist ideologies by calling out those who are crit ical of government policy 
as traitors and ?against the state of Israel?. It undermines the concept of free speech in a 
democratic society by taking away respect for dif ferences of opinion, and labelling those who 
are working from within civil society for policy change as ?moles? or ?foreign inf iltrators?, 
(?shtulim? in Hebrew). 

At this stage it is worth highlighting the redundancy and hypocrisy of this law proposal. 
Firstly, it is redundant as Israeli law already requires NGOs to submit regular reports detailing 
their funding sources to the Israeli Charit ies Commission, and information about funding 
sources is already freely available on the affected NGO?s websites. Secondly, the bil l is 
hypocrit ical in only relating to funding from ?foreign state entit ies? ? that is foreign 
governmental, EU and UN grants. These donors tend to support human rights, shared society 
and democracy, while other goals ? such as settlement expansion, for example, tend to be 
supported by private, anonymous donors from abroad. The NGO Bill doesn?t demand any 
transparency in relation to private donations ? ironic given that many of the polit icians in 
support of the bil l received huge amounts of their campaign funding from foreign individuals 
but did?t necessarily make that information public at all. 



Fortunately, along with Galon, the bil l has generally met with condemnation from left-wing 
polit ical leaders. Opposition leader Isaac Herzog said the ministers' decision was a "bullet 
between the eyes of Israel's image in the world." He said it was ?a black day for freedom of 
thought in Israel and that Israel's enemies can thank the government for placing it together 
with some of the world's darkest regimes.?  

But, this whole shif t in democratic discourse didn?t just start here. Over the past 
decade, respect for democracy and human rights in Israel has eroded, both within the 
government and among the Israeli public. This has been a strategy developed by right-wing 
elements of society, as shown by a string of 35 dif ferent legislative bil ls attacking 
democratic principles in the State of Israel during this time. For example, these include the 
?Nakba Law? (March 2011), in which groups involved in activit ies that deny Israel's 
existence as a Jewish state, including marking Israel's Independence Day as a day of 
mourning can be prevented from receiving public funding (Nakba translates to catastrophe 
in Arabic and refers to the creation of the state of Israel in 1948, when hundreds of 
thousands of Palestinians f led or were forced from their homes). Another example is the 
?Boycott Law? (July 2011) which sought to criminalise the act of advocating boycotts by 
allowing affected businesses to sue boycott advocates without having to prove damages, 
and the ?Acceptance Committee? law (September 2014) which allows Jewish communities 
built on state land to reject non-Jews who wish to purchase properties within them. It is 
clear from this list ? which is just the tip of the iceberg ? that the erosion of democratic 
principles is underway. Even the bills that have failed to pass have had a detrimental effect 
on society by legitimising the idea of legislating against minority groups, persecuting 
people for their polit ical ideology or activism, and weakening the independence of 
dif ferent branches of government. 

Added to what?s going on inside the Knesset is what has been the unoff icial support 
for these bills in the public domain. This has come primarily in the form of media 
campaigns by far-right NGOs, most notably Im Tirtzu. Im Tirtzu is an organization that has in 
the past targeted campaigns against Ben Gurion University, against the High Court of 
Justice, and against NIF. An Israeli court ruled that the group has ?fascist attributes?, and it 
also has close links to the Jewish Home party.  In direct relation to the current NGO bill, 
they f irst released a video aiming to manipulate the fears of Israelis around the current 
outbreak of violence and stabbings as a means of delegitimizing human rights NGOs. The 
video, which met with widespread condemnation from leading Israeli polit icians and public 
f igures prof iles four leaders of Human Rights NGOs, accuses them of assisting terrorists, 
claims that they are moles within Israeli society planted by foreign governments, and posts 
their names and pictures on the screen for all to see. 

Im Tirtzu followed up this shocking piece of incitement with an attack on Israeli 
culture. Their recent campaign, which aimed to blacklist popular Israeli artists and cultural 
icons who support the New Israel Fund and human rights NGOs, was heavily and widely 
crit icized for going a step too far, even by Prime Minister Netanyahu and other members of 
the government who are supporters of the transparency bill. The pressure which Im Tirtzu 
faced following the release of this second video ultimately resulted in a ?leave of absence? 
announcement by their director, Matan Pelleg.  So there are red lines that Israelis are 
proving that they are not prepared to cross. But these red lines are getting thinner. 

The simple fact is that over time there has been a change in the discourse around 
Israeli civil society. ?The real problem is that the right-wing tactics are working so well that 
incitement and slander against Breaking the Silence and other left-wing or human-rights 
organizations are supported not only by the prime minister and the defence minister, 



but also from polit icians who define 
themselves as moderate, l ike MK Yair 
Lapid, head of the secular Yesh Atid 
party,? stated Lior Amihai, a former 
staffer of Peace Now who is currently 
studying human rights in London. 

?And this legitimization of 
incitement is very dangerous, especially 
during the violent climate in Israel and 
Palestine right now.? 

Is this ?NGO-Transparency? bill 
simply another step along an inevitable 
path to outlawing progressive civil 
society entirely? Or are there things 
being done to prevent the backwards 
democratic slip from advancing further?

My organisation, The New Israel 
Fund, works hard to protect and advance 
liberal democracy in Israel. We believe 
that civil society in Israel is the 
fundamental vehicle for an open society, 
and as the founder and funder of much 
of Israel?s progressive civil society, the 
New Israel Fund is now leading an effort 
to restore progressive values and 
policies and help shif t the national 
direction through several dif ferent 
ways. 

NIF is currently investing in 
signif icant public advocacy efforts to 
combat the anti-NGO bill and other 
anti-democratic legislative proposals, as 
we are deeply worried about this 
legislation as well as the accompanying 
atmosphere of incitement against 
human rights defenders. As a result we 
have rolled out a campaign that includes 
powerful messages and images 
intended to raise an alarm - over 
400,000 people have already viewed 
our "We are Israel" video clip, which 
emphasises that all Israelis stand to lose 
from a discourse which deligit imises 
dissent and crit icism. NIF is also giving 
voice to those Israelis who are 
demanding more of their leaders to help 
make Israel a better place. 

The Centre for Policy Change of Shatil, New 
Israel Fund?s action arm, works directly in 
the Knesset  to lobby for democratic values, 
and builds coalit ions, empowers activists 
and engages the media to steer the public 
agenda. In addition, we are investing in 
?think and do? tanks which are making the 
case for democratic values and clarifying 
their urgency and relevance to all Israelis. 

It is clear there is stil l a long way to go 
in sculpting Israeli society into a just and 
equal place that we can all be proud of, and 
that holds the government to account for its 
actions on behalf  of all its cit izens. I 
strongly believe in the work we at NIF are 
doing, and wish that there were even more 
signs of growing support within both the 
Israeli public and the Brit ish Jewish 
community. IAs the current Israeli 
government continues to undermine 
democratic principles rather than exercise 
democratic reign, it is more important than 
ever that we in the Diaspora, , in the Israeli 
democratic camp, the broad New Israel 
Fund family continue to stand up and f ight 
for the Israel we believe in, before it?s too 
late. 

If you want to find out more about New Israel 
Fund projects in Israel and events in the UK, 
head to our website at 
www.newisraelfund.org.uk or get in contact 
with me at graham@uknif.org.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FeExFMGntxY&feature=player_embedded
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FeExFMGntxY&feature=player_embedded
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FeExFMGntxY&feature=player_embedded
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FeExFMGntxY&feature=player_embedded
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FeExFMGntxY&feature=player_embedded
http://www.newisraelfund.org.uk


Israel i Democracy Is 
Not  In Danger

By Jonathan Greenberg

Last weekend, the headquarters of a 
left-wing Israeli polit ical organization 
caught f ire. The hand-wringing started right 
away. Other leftist organizations put out 
emergency fundraising appeals exclaiming 
that the off ice had been ?burned down? ?  
further ?evidence? of nefarious right-wing 
Israeli incitement against and intimidation 
of the polit ical Left that jeopardizes the 
foundations of Israel?s democracy! 

Except that, in the light of day, it was 
found to have been an electrical f ire. What 
an incredibly appropriate metaphor: after 
blaming its enemies, the Israeli Left is 
confronted by the fact that its own faulty 
wiring caused the problem. 

Recently, Israeli newspaper Haaretz 
published an op-ed by its Washington 
editor, Chemi Shalev, calling for the 
American Jewish community to jump on the 
?Israel is losing its democracy? bandwagon. 
Even the Obama administration is getting in 
on the act. Just this week, US ambassador to 
Israel Dan Shapiro chimed in about a series 
of proposed laws under consideration that 
would force Israeli NGOs (non-prof it 
organizations) to disclose funding from 
foreign governments. Shapiro lectured 
Israelis that ?a free and functioning civil 
society is an essential element of a healthy 
democracy, and that governments must 
protect free expression and peaceful 
dissent and create an atmosphere where all 
voices can be heard.? 

Former president Bill Clinton, 
speaking last fall at the Tel Aviv memorial 
rally for assassinated Israeli leader Yitzhak 

Rabin, said that he, too, feared for Israel?s 
democratic future. He didn?t want to ?see 
Israel come to a democratic crossroads 
where it has to decide whether it is a Jewish 
state or a democratic state.?

Things must be pretty bad, huh? 

Liberal columnist Peter Beinart has 
warned of the ?very real prospect that 
Israeli democracy will die.?

And Mya Guarnieri, at Al Jazeera, noted that 
the slew of pending ?anti-democratic? 
legislation would do all kinds of terrible 
things like ?limit free speech? and 
?investigate the funding of left-wing? 
organizations. And if  there?s anyone who 
would know about threats to liberty, it 
would be a news outlet owned by the 
government of Qatar, ranked among the 
least free countries in the world by human 
rights groups.  

http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/206289#.VpQBeptIjug
http://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/206289#.VpQBeptIjug
http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-1.695351
http://www.timesofisrael.com/ambassador-underlines-us-concern-over-israels-ngo-bill/
http://www.timesofisrael.com/ambassador-underlines-us-concern-over-israels-ngo-bill/
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/.premium-1.683420


And how serious is this imminent threat to Israeli democracy? Well, the above Beinart 
quote is from his 2012 book, The Crisis of Zionism. And Guarnieri?s article was written in 2011. 
So, clearly the sky is fall ing! Very slowly. 

For years, there has been signif icant discussion in Israel about the role of foreign 
funding of NGOs, especially those engaged in polit ical advocacy. According to the watchdog 
group NGO Monitor, dozens of groups operating in Israel receive funding from foreign 
governments that actively oppose the policies of the democratically elected government of 
the Jewish state. Some of these groups receive more than 70 percent of their funding from 
foreign governments. 

Most of this funding is earmarked for ?educating? Israelis and changing their opinions, 
which contravenes the longstanding practice of governments (especially sister democracies) 
to refrain from interfering in each other?s polit ical affairs. Furthermore, almost all of the 
groups receiving foreign funding do a signif icant amount of their work and publish 
extensively in languages other than Hebrew ? the language of the Israeli public they?re 
supposed to be educating. Many Israelis believe this is because the true aim of these 
organizations is to demonize and isolate Israel in the international community rather than to 
effect internal changes. 

I?m not suggesting that the bil ls in question are good or bad. I?m not suggesting that 
there isn?t anger among the general public about the activit ies of these organizations. I?m 
suggesting that Israelis will f igure it out because that?s what democracies do. Democracy is 
superior to other forms of government not because free people don?t make mistakes. 
Democracy is superior because it is self-correcting.

The argument by the Israeli Left (and some in the American-Jewish Left) is that 
democracies have, in the past, become fascistic through democratic means. But it?s nonsense 
to suggest that such symptoms are in evidence in contemporary Israel. 

Israelis, in the face of unspeakable violence, exhibit a level of tolerance and 
thoughtfulness greater than could be expected in any other free society. The very fact that 
opposition-aligned groups are able to argue with a straight face in favor of being funded by 
unfriendly foreign governments proves the point. So it is slanderous to claim that the Israeli 
public has given up on democracy. On the other hand, a large swath of the Israeli Left (and the 
American-Jewish Left, as well) has given up on the Israeli public. Rather than closely examine 
the f laws in their proposed policies, they blame Israelis for not recognizing the bril l iance and 
righteousness of plans that have demonstrably failed over the past two decades. The only 
people who have given up on Israeli democracy are the people most directly benefit ing from 
the freedoms guaranteed by the Jewish state: the incredibly unpopular polit ical far-Left. 

Someone should remind Chemi Shalev and other Israeli left ists that democracy is hard 
work. You don?t get extra credit because you think you?re smarter or more moral or noble than 
your opposition. You stil l have to go out and convince people. And when you discover that the 
people don?t buy what you?re selling, you don?t get anywhere by complaining about how 
stupid or mean-spirited or bigoted they are (especially when they?re not).

Israeli democracy is perfectly healthy. The Israeli far-Left should stop saying otherwise, 
simply because they need an excuse for losing elections. 

http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2011/02/201126123643463123.html


A Danger To Israel i Democracy 

Washington Post  Editorial

ISRAEL, SURROUNDED not only by threats to its existence but also by governments 
and movements that practice tyranny, is a stubbornly free society. While its democracy is 
imperfect and rowdy, the bedrock commitment has remained during years of intense 
conflict. That commitment is precisely why Israel?s parliament should reject proposed 
legislation that would stigmatize nongovernmental organizations that receive funding from 
overseas. The proposal ref lects the kind of tactic that Russia and China have employed to 
squelch dissent, and it is not in keeping with Israel?s core values as a democratic state. 

The proposed law, introduced by Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked, was approved by a 
cabinet committee Dec. 27 and sent to the Knesset, where it faces additional debate and 
votes. It would apply to those organizations that receive more than half  their funding from 
?foreign government entit ies.? The groups would be required to identify themselves as 
principally funded from overseas in any public communications and in interactions with 
government off icials, and they would have to list the sources of funding in reports. 
Members of the groups would also be required to wear a special badge when present in the 
Knesset, with their name and the name of the NGO. This is now a requirement of lobbyists. 
Violations could result in stif f  f ines. 

Ms. Shaked has advertised the legislation as providing more transparency, but that is 
not the real agenda. In fact, the legislation is aimed at delegitimizing progressive groups in 
Israel that have long been advocates for human rights and opposed to Jewish settlements in 
the West Bank, such asPeace Now, B?Tselem, the New Israel Fund and others. The reality is 
that many of these progressive groups rely on such funding from foreign organizations, and 
the law would force them to carry an unpleasant label suggesting that they are somehow at 
odds with Israel?s interests. Mill ions of dollars are also being sent to Israel to support 
right-wing causes such as settlement activity, but it comes largely from individual donors, 
not governments, so it would not be covered by the law. Israel?s nongovernmental 
organizations are already required, under an earlier law, to f ile disclosure reports of their 
funding, so the only effect of the new requirement would be to force them to wear a public 
badge in a way that is odious. 

President Vladimir Putin of Russia has made NGO groups register as ?foreign agents,? 
as if  they were enemies of the state. In China, the new restrictions on nongovernmental 
organizations will forbid support from abroad and give oversight to the security apparatus. 
In both cases, dissent is being purposefully silenced, and valuable services will be denied to 
people who need them. Israel should not allow itself  to be lumped with these regimes. 

Israel?s democracy has been a pil lar of strength through years of siege. It is not always 
easy to tolerate or defend groups that crit icize the state or those in power, but allowing 
them to function normally is an important test of democracy, and, ult imately, the mark of an 
open and free society. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/israeli-ministers-approve-new-restrictions-on-dovish-groups/2015/12/27/47ebc1fe-acaf-11e5-b281-43c0b56f61fa_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/israeli-ministers-approve-new-restrictions-on-dovish-groups/2015/12/27/47ebc1fe-acaf-11e5-b281-43c0b56f61fa_story.html
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Rabin's Legacy:
Peace or Democracy?

By Jonathon Leader

Myself and Shnatties

At the 15th Anniversary Rally 

For Yitzhak Rabin 

` One of the single most meaningful, inspiring 
and all round positive memories I have from 
my Shnat year in Israel is attending the annual 
Rabin memorial rally in Kikar Rabin, Tel-Aviv. 
The energy in that square was electric, the sea 
of the blue chultzot and red strings made me 
feel part of something truly special. We were 
joined by representatives from Meretz, 
Shalom Achshav (Peace Now) Hashomer 
Hatzair, Avodah, the list goes on. The Israeli 
left had united and created something truly 
memorable. We heard speeches from the likes 
of Shimon Peres, the whole crowd bellowed 
out Shir LaShalom, as a kvutzah we got a 
strong rendition of Od Yavo Shalom Aleinu 
(Saalam) going, it was a truly fantastic 
experience, and one that I will never forget. 
The fact that it happened to be the 15th 
anniversary of Rabin?s assassination only 
served to add an extra sense of occasion. 

Today, amongst those Israelis stil l 
proudly working towards carrying on the 
legacy of Israel?s slain Prime-Minister, Yitzhak 
Rabin, there is increasing debate as to what 
that legacy actually is. On the one hand, some 
argue that Rabin?s legacy is one of peace, that 
his commitment to f inally ending the age old 
conflict between Israelis and Palestinians is 
what caused his assassination, and that 
therefore every year, particularly at the 
annual rally in Kikar Rabin,  the message of 
reaching a peaceful resolution to that conflict 
should be the emphasis. This is largely why 
signs saying ?No Security Without a Solution? 
were so prominent at this year?s rally, the 20th 
anniversary. 

On the other hand however, is the 
argument that his legacy is one of democracy, 
that it was not his pro-peace stance which 
kil led him but rather the breakdown in Israeli 
democracy which occurred in the run up to his 
assassination. 

The democracy camp cite pictures of Rabin 
drawn up as Hitler, the grotesque 
incitement lead by the Israeli hard right 
and silently accepted by Netanyahu, as the 
main reasons why Yigal Amir decided it 
was OK to undercut Israeli democracy and 
vote with a bullet, as opposed to the 
ballot. This camp decides to emphasise 
cross-communal unity, a renewed 
commitment to Israeli democracy and 
democratic values as the focal point of 
how Rabin should be remembered. 

But which has got it right? In a least 
copout-esque way as possible, both of 
them. There is no doubt that Rabin?s 
commitment to reaching a peaceful 
solution with the Palestinian leadership, 
going as far to shake the hand of Yasser 
Arafat, made him deeply unpopular with 
the Israeli right. There is also, no real 
reason to doubt that Rabin?s commitment 
to peace was based on the recognition that 
a peaceful solution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian



is not only in line with Israel?s national interest, but a vital facet of it. Therefore to recognise 
those two factors would naturally lead one to argue that yes, the legacy left behind by this 
?soldier of peace? is to further the prospects of that ever elusive solution to the greatest extent 
possible. 

On the other hand however, the peace platform is one that divides rather than unites 
Israelis, and makes the prospects of healing the wounds in Israeli society which were revealed in 
the run up to Rabin?s assassination all the more dif f icult. This is where the strength of the 
democracy camp?s argument comes in, that the best way to honour the legacy of Rabin is to 
f ight incitement, promote dialogue and at a grassroots level, reaff irm democratic norms. If  more 
of this was going on during the Oslo process, then maybe the incitement wouldn?t have reached 
such despicable levels, maybe Rabin wouldn?t have been so vil if ied, maybe he even wouldn?t 
have been kil led.

In the same way that both have got it right however, both have got it deeply wrong. 
Emphasising the need for a genuine peace-process with the Palestinians, and emphasising the 
need for a healthy, vibrant and civil Israeli democracy are simply two sides of the same coin that 
is Rabin?s legacy. To choose one over the other misses out one of the two things that Rabin 
fought, sometimes literally, for. An Israel who is strong, secure, democratic and at peace with its 
neighbours. As a movement, when talking about Rabin?s legacy, we need to make sure we take 
both into account.
 
Aaleh Vehagshem,
 
Leader. 



President  Reuven Rivl in Address
To The 15th Annual  
Herzl iya Conference

Ladies and Gentlemen, Israeli society is undergoing a 
far-reaching transformation. This is not a trivial change, 
it is a transformation that will restructure our very 
identity as ?Israelis?, and will have a profound impact on 
the way we understand ourselves and our national 
home; there is no escape from this change. These 
changes may well stir up, for some of us, nostalgia for 
?the old and much loved Israel?, but those experiences of 
togetherness sitt ing around an imaginary Israeli 
camp-f ire will not return.

In Israel, there is a word which has long since 
turned into a weapon: ?Demography?.  This word is 
generally used when someone wants to validate a 
particular claim. However, those with a good ear 
understand that this usage is generally nothing but an 
ostensibly polite way of describing one or other 
population group as a ?threat?, or a ?danger?. As 
unwanted, as il legitimate. Sometimes the f inger is 
pointed at the Arabs, sometimes at the religious Israeli 
Jews, or at the Haredim (ultra-Orthodox) - depending on 
the context. For this reason, over the years, I have 
developed a profound distaste for that concept. 

But today, here I am standing before you, one year 
into my presidency, and asking to speak to you about 
demography. And that is because signif icant 
demographic changes speak to, and indeed even dictate, 
the very essence of reality. I have never regarded, nor 
will I ever regard any persons or groups comprising 
Israeli society as a danger, or, God forbid, as a threat. 

But, I am standing here today, because I have 
identif ied a very real threat in our collective suppression 
of the transformations that Israeli society has been 
undergoing in recent decades; in neglecting to confront 
what I call the ?new Israeli order?, the signif icance of 
which I want to deal with today.

Ladies and gentlemen, the ?new Israeli order? is 
not an apocalyptic prophecy. It is the reality. 

A reality, that can already be seen 
in the composition of the f irst 
grade classes in the Israeli 
education system. In the 1990s 
(as can be seen in the slide behind 
me), Israeli society comprised a 
clear and f irm majority, with 
minority groups alongside it. 

A large secular Zionist 
majority, and beside it three 
minority groups: a 
national-religious minority, an 
Arab minority, and a Haredi 
minority. Although this pattern 
remains frozen in the minds of 
much of the Israeli public, in the 
press, in the polit ical system, all 
the while, the reality has totally 
changed. 

Today, the f irst grade 
classes are composed of about 
38%  secular Jews, about 15%  
national religious, about one 
quarter Arabs, and close to a 



quarter Haredim. While it is true that numbers and definit ions are dynamic, neither identit ies 
nor birth-rates remain static over time. But one thing is clear, the demographic processes 
that are restructuring or redesigning the shape of Israeli society, have, in fact, created a ?new 
Israeli order?. A reality in which there is no longer a clear majority, nor clear minority groups. 
A reality in which Israeli society is comprised of four population sectors, or, if  you will, four 
principal ?tribes?, essentially dif ferent from each other, and growing closer in size. Whether 
we like it or not, the make-up of the ?stakeholders? of Israeli society, and of the State of 
Israel, is changing before our eyes. 

Whenever I describe this distribution, I am always asked: ?and what about the 
distribution between Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews?? Between Left and Right? Periphery and 
center? Rich and poor? Are these not dividing lines that segment and tear apart Israeli 
society? And the answer is, of course they are. Those dividing lines unfortunately exist ? 
within each of the population sectors, and through all of them together ? and they must be 
addressed and dealt with. However, in contrast to those divisions, it is the distribution into 
four principal tribes that make up Israeli society, that reveals its basic structure; a structure 
that we shall never have the ability or the power to blur or erase; a structure, that for many 
of us, is perceived as a threat ? to the secular-liberal character of the State of Israel on the 
one hand; and to the Zionist enterprise on the other. This serious division of Israeli society 
f inds expression primarily in the distribution between the dif ferent and separate education 
systems. While in the main, Sephardi and Ashkenazi Jews, from Right and Left, do go to 
school together ? in general, children born in the State of Israel are sent to one of four 
separate education systems. To a system whose purpose is to educate the child and form 
their worldview into a dif ferent ethos or culture, religious belief or even national identity. 

A child from Beth El, a child from Rahat, a child from Herzliya and a child from Beitar 
Il it ?  not only do they not meet each other, but they are educated toward a totally dif ferent 
outlook regarding the basic values and desired character of the State of Israel. Will this be a 
secular, l iberal state, Jewish and democratic? Will it be a state based on Jewish religious 
law? Or a religious democratic state? Will it be a state of all it cit izens, of all its national 
ethnic groups? Tribe, by tribe, by tribe, by tribe. 

Similarly, each tribe has its own media platforms, newspapers they read, the television 
channels they watch. Each tribe also has its own towns, Tel Aviv is the town of one tribe, just 
as Umm el Fahm is the town of another, as is Efrat, and Bnei Brak. Each represents the town 
of a dif ferent tribe. In the State of Israel the basic systems that form people's consciousness 
are tribal and separate, and will most l ikely remain so. I do not want to oversimplify with 
rough generalizations. Obviously, this division is neither absolute nor all-embracing. No 
population sector is in itself  a single element, but rather comprises a varied range of 
members; and there are of course, also common areas between the sectors.  However, it is 
also important we do not ignore, whether through blindness or denial, that it is not the 
marginal elements of each sector that create the huge gaps between them. 

We are not dealing here with the gaps between extreme Jewish nationalists on one 
side, and radical anarchists, or Islamist fundamentalists on the other. We are dealing here 
with a cultural and religious identity gap and sometimes an abyss between the mainstreams 
of each of the camps; between four dif ferent and rich engines of identity. The ?new Israeli 
order? is not a creative sociological dif ferentiation; it is, rather, a reality with far-reaching 
consequences for our national strength, for the future of us all. From an economic viewpoint, 
the current reality is not viable. The mathematics is simple, any child can see it. If  we do not 
reduce the current gaps in the rate of participation in the work force and in the salary levels 
of the Arab and Haredi populations - who are soon to become one half  of the work force - 
Israel will not be able to continue to be a developed economy. 



The severe and painful epidemic of poverty that is already having a major effect in Israel, 
will only expand and worsen. From a polit ical viewpoint, Israeli polit ics to a great extent is 
built as an inter-tribal zero sum game. One tribe, the Arabs, whether or not by its own 
choice, is not really a partner in the game. The other three, it seems, are absorbed by a 
struggle for survival, a struggle over budgets and resources for education, housing, or 
infrastructure, each on behalf  of their own sector. In the ?new Israeli order? in which each 
sector experiences itself  as a minority, this dynamic will be inf initely more destructive. 
But, beyond all this, we must examine the social and moral implications of the ?new Israeli 
order?. We must ask ourselves honestly, what is common to all these population sectors? 
Do we have a shared civil language, a shared ethos? Do we share a common denominator 
of values with the power to link all these sectors together in the Jewish and democratic 
State of Israel?  In the past, the IDF served as a central tool for fashioning the Israeli 
character. In the military, Israeli society would confront itself , would consolidate, and 
shape itself  morally, socially and in many ways economically. 

However, in the emerging Israeli order, more than half  of the population does not 
serve in the military. So the Israelis will meet for the f irst t ime, if  at all, only in the work 
place. In any case, the mutual ignorance and lack of a common language between these 
four populations, that are becoming ever more similar in size, merely increase the tension, 
fear, hostil ity and the competit iveness between them.

Some will say that I am only stating opinion, but f irst and foremost these are the 
facts. In order to create hope, we must recognize the facts. Ignoring, denying and 
suppressing the changes Israeli society is undergoing, or an inability to recognize them ? 
will not help.

Recently, I met with a forum of young CEOs, among them a Vice CEO for marketing, 
working for a large advertising company in Tel Aviv. I presented them with the data (on 
this slide here behind me). He let out a shriek. A man such as this, whose livelihood is 
probably dependent on an ability to understand us, the Israelis, found it dif f icult to 
believe that this is the society in which he is l iving. He is not the only one. This outlook is 
shared by the average viewer of the commercial TV channels, who does not see Haredi, or 
Arab, towns on the weather-forecast map, and so gets into the habit of thinking that they 
do not exist. On the other hand, there are those who clearly see these changes, but refuse 
to accept the facts. So too, there are those who call out in public against what they call the 
?religionization? of the IDF.

Conversely, there are those who simply propose territorial exchanges, since it is not 
possible to change the demography, but it is possible to play around with the geography. 
Indeed, it has already been said that if  the Haredim and the Arabs did not exist, our 
situation would be excellent.

Ladies and Gentlemen, neither suppressing nor f ighting this situation will help. We 
are all here to stay - Haredim and secular Jews, Orthodox Jews and Arabs. Now, if  we truly 
want to deal with the signif icance of the ?new Israeli order?, then we must bravely face the 
issue, and ask ourselves some tough questions. Are we, the members of the Zionist 
population, able to accept the fact that two signif icant groups, a half  of the future 
population of Israel, do not def ine themselves as Zionists? They do not watch the 
torch-lighting ceremony on Mount Herzl on Independence Day. They do not sing the 
national anthem with eyes glistening. Are we will ing to give up military service, as an 
entry ticket into Israeli society and economy, and settle for civil ian or community service? 

And on the other hand, are the Arab and Haredi publics will ing to commit to contributing 
their share in molding  Israeli identity and the Israeli economy, and to participating



in civil national and community service, with a sense of responsibil ity and commitment? 
Whoever is not will ing to ask these questions today is not more or less of a Zionist or a 
Nationalist, but one who is ignoring the most signif icant challenge put before the Zionist 
enterprise today. If  we desire to live with the vision of a Jewish and democratic state as our 
life's dream and our heart's desire, then we need to look bravely at this reality. This should 
be done together, out of a deep commitment to f ind the answers to these questions, out of a 
readiness to draw together all the tribes of Israel, with a shared vision of Israeli hope. 

Ladies and gentlemen, the ?new Israeli 
order? now requires us to abandon the 
accepted view of a majority and minorit ies, 
and move to a new concept of partnership 
between the various population sectors in 
our society.  Clarif ication of the essence of 
that partnership is the task of all of Israeli 
society. Even if  it is not my role, as President 
of the State of Israel, to dictate the answers 
to these important questions, it is my duty 
and obligation to ask them, and demand 
they be debated and answered. And I will 
continue to do so from every platform, 
everywhere, before every tribe amongst us, 
and before the whole people. 

I believe that there are four pil lars on 
which this partnership must stand. The f irst 
is a sense of security for each sector, that 
entry into this partnership does not require 
giving up basic elements of their identity. 
The Haredi, the secular, the religious, or the 
Arab individual must not feel that the issues 
most sensitive to them are in danger or 
under threat. Whether this be the Haredi 
way of education in the Yeshivot; the 
national religious concept of redemption; 
the liberal l ifestyle of a secular Jew, or the 
Arab-Palestinian identity. 

The sense of security that my basic 
identity is not threatened is a fundamental 
prerequisite for the ability of each one of us 
to hold out a hand to the other. To 
understand their pain and fears. The ability 
of us all, to establish a partnership here 
between the various sectors. We cannot do 
this unless we can learn to know each other, 
unless we gain an understanding of the most 
sensitive issues of each sector, and learn 
how to respect and safeguard them ? even 
when this is dif f icult or even frustrating.

The second pillar is shared 
responsibil ity. When no tribe is a minority, 
 

no side can escape bearing responsibil ity for 
the destiny and the future of the State of 
Israel, and of Israeli society in general. So, no 
tribe is exempt from proposing solutions to 
deal with the challenge of defending the 
security of the State; from facing the economic 
challenges, or maintaining the international 
status of Israel as a member of the family of 
nations. Partnership demands responsibil ity. 

The third pil lar, is equity and equality. In 
order to ensure the partnership between us, 
we must ensure that no cit izen is 
discriminated against, nor favoured, simply 
because they belong to a specif ic sector. The 
current situation of structural gaps between 
the partners, whether in budgets, 
infrastructures or land, is intolerable. There 
are clear tribal aspects to poverty in Israel, and 
the majority of senior positions in the 
economy are held by the members of one or 
two sectors. In such a situation it is not 
possible to build a shared future here. In order 
to create a strong basis for the partnership 
between us, we will have to ensure an 
accessible ?Israeli dream? that can be realized 
by each and every young person, judged only 
on the basis of their talents, and not according 
to their ethnic or social origins. 

The fourth, and the most challenging 
pillar, is the creation of a shared Israeli 
character - a shared ?Israeliness?. 



Despite the challenges the ?new Israeli order? poses, we must recognize that we are not 
condemned to be punished by the developing Israeli mosaic ? but rather it offers a 
tremendous opportunity. It encompasses cultural richness, inspiration, humanity and 
sensitivity. We must not allow the ?new Israeli order? to cajole us into sectarianism and 
separation. We must not give up on the concept of ?Israeliness?; we should rather open up 
its gates and expand its language. 

There is a long and dif f icult path to the establishment of these pillars. But, if  we 
believe that we were not doomed, but destined to live together, we shall overcome the 
challenge.

Dear friends, we shall need to implement the partnership demanded by the ?new 
Israeli order? in each and every area of our l ives. We shall be required to be familiar with 
education for partnership ? given the separate education systems. To learn how to manage 
an economy and a public sector that excels at employment diversity. To learn the nature of 
media that succeeds in serving as a joint platform, an academic world that does not 
compromise on quality, but also knows how to create a sensitive cultural environment. A 
world of polit ics and polit ical discourse that takes into account the sensitivit ies and 
foundations of partnership. 

The establishment of this partnership is an enormous task. It is a task which I have 
taken upon myself , but far from a task that is mine alone. It demands from all of us a great 
collective effort.

During my f irst year in off ice, I have worked to rouse each sector among us, to see the 
other sector - even when dif f icult - to hear the other sector, even when it grates on ones 
ears.  To hold out a hand to them.  At the end of that year, I now stand here before you, 
seeking to say these things openly and clearly, feeling deeply that Israeli society is today in 
need of a wake-up call. 

I call on you all today to join me in facing this challenge. I am a partner to anyone 
ready and will ing to play their part in this task. I am here at your service, at the service of all 
of Israeli society. Only in this way, together and in partnership, shall we be able to rekindle 
the Israeli hope.

I would like to thank the Herzliya Interdisciplinary Center and its leaders, and the members 
of the Steering Committee who are sitt ing here with us, who have taken on themselves the 
task of investigating their role and contribution to the establishment of this partnership.

Bless you all. 
 



Cal l  To Act ion

The above list is but a beginners guide to Israeli organisations f ighting for equality, social 
justice and religious freedom in Israel. There are times, when it could be understandable 
to despair as a leftist-Zionist. I?m sure you don?t need me to tell you that the current state 
Israel f inds itself  is not the state in which we, as a movement wish to see it. For a long time 
now, I believe that for the most part the revolutionary view of Zionism, which we as a 
movement hold dear and what was intended by its creators is slowly dying out. 

The values of Jewish collective responsibil ity and social justice have been eroded 
by the values of individualism and the need to make a fast shekel. The declaration of 
Independence?s pledge that the state will ?foster the development of the country for the 
benefit of all its inhabitants; it will be based on freedom, justice and peace as envisaged 
by the prophets of Israel; it will ensure complete equality of social and polit ical rights to 
all its inhabitants irrespective of religion, race or sex? has been replaced by the exclusion 
of Arabs, of Ethiopians of the poor and even, in some places of women. 

Those who crit icise us for crit icising the government forget why we do so. We don?t 
crit icise Netanyahu out of hate for Israel, or out of a wish to delegitimise the state. We do 
so out of a love for OUR nation. And we will no longer stand by whilst its people are being 
exploited or neglected, its democracy being eroded or its society being divided. We 
crit icise because of the direction the Zionist revolution has been taken. It?s gone from one 
aimed at improving the collective well-being of the Jewish people, to one aimed at 
securing the most land in the West Bank. I for one am not happy that the modern Israel 
today has the second highest social gap in the world. I am not happy that so many Israelis 
can?t even afford to live in a country built for them! By their own ancestors! And most of all 
I am not happy about the fact that the government simply do not seem to care about their 
own people. Netanyahu, and his partner in crime (or partner in the systematic 
deterioration of Israeli democracy? however you want to view it) Bennett, are fail ing not 
only Palestinians, which seems to take up most of our energies. But Israelis also, both 
Jewish and Arab.

            In conclusion I will leave this demand of the movement, let us not stand idly by 
while our country is being torn apart by inequality and injustice. Let us stand up When 
those who wish to transform Israel into something we can be proud of are marginalised 
and even criminalised, and at the same time those who wish to ensure Israel stays on the 
same path to its own destruction prosper. Look to Israeli society for partners in our f ight 
for equality, they are there, and they need our help. And most importantly, let us educate 
ourselves, our chanichim and our communities about what real Zionism about. 

Aaleh Ve?Haghem. 




