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The Israeli Regime and the 

Political Distress of the Palestinian Arab Minority in Israel

Framing the discussion: Israel as an ethnocratic regime

In democratic regimes, there are arrangements for civil liberty and equality under the law, and other structural arrangements, the object of which is to assure that a minority can actualize its right to equality and can wage a political struggle in the effort to have its demands met. Are there, in Israel, arrangements or conditions enabling the Palestinian Arab minority to achieve equality? –to actualize its demands in the realm of equality? Do the state’s Jewish / Zionist obligations interfere with the realization of these desiderata?

Given the integration of democracy and ethnicity, Israel cannot be classified as a democracy, but must be classified as an ethnocracy resembling that found in Turkey, Sri Lanka, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, and in Canada until some 40 years ago (Yiftachel & Ghanem, 2001). Each of these regimes offers partial equality to the minority and integrates it in a limited way into politics, society, the economy and the media, although certainly not on an equal basis with the majority – while pursuing a stable and ongoing policy of control and supervision, assuring maintenance of the majority’s dominance and the minority’s marginality. The guiding principles of an ethnocratic regime are:

* A dominant ethnic group controls the apparatus of the state.

* Ethnicity (along with religion), not citizenship, becomes the key to the allocation of resources and power, undermining the demos – the commonality of the populace in its entirety.

* Ethnicity gradually comes to dominate politics, which is organized around status.

* There is chronic instability.

* It is ethnocratic logic which provides the analytical frame of reference for understanding societies wherein the regime gives broad preference to one group at the expense of others, and which elucidates the dynamic of the relations between the various groups. For example: Immigration policy (in this case, a “law of return” for Jews only); land policy (“redemption of the land,” “Judaization of the Galilee,” etc.); the central role conferred on religion within the state, symbolizing the boundaries of the privileged ethnicity; a nearly exclusive flow of capital and development to Jewish communities; and the dominance of Hebrew culture in all public spheres (the Knesset, the courts, the media) – all call into question the very existence of “the state” as a modern institution that attempts to encompass all its citizens.

Note that ethnocratic regimes can undergo democratization, as demonstrated by Canada, Belgium, and Spain. The process is difficult and riddled with pitfalls, but not impossible. What’s quite clear is that, if the object is to achieve stability and prosperity, this is one process that cannot be circumvented.

In principle, Israel enables its Palestinian citizens to actualize basic rights such as the franchise and the right to be elected to state institutions, freedom of expression, freedom of movement and freedom of assembly. On the other hand, the state retains a preference for Jews in all spheres, the law included (Rouhana, 1997; Kretzmer, 1990). Israel, on the one hand, practices the arrangements of a democratic regime in certain ways – on the general institutional level; in the conduct of periodic elections; in the manner in which one administration succeeds another; with respect to separation of powers, separation between the military and politics, etc. On the other hand, it does not practice democracy on its most essential level: Israel as a country is identified with one ethnic/national group, the Jews, and many actions taken by the state are taken in order not to include its Arab citizens as equal citizens entitled to the entirety of benefits enjoyed by Jewish citizens. In practice, Israel preserves the inferior status of Arabs as compared to Jews through selective discrimination in various spheres and on various levels, so as to maintain the status quo and prevent Arabs from achieving equality. In addition, the Jewish majority is in favor of the ethnic state and supports these policies toward the Arab minority; its support serves as a guarantee that this ethnic state can continue to function, treating Jews as superior and Arabs as inferior. Indeed the majority’s support assures maintenance of the stability of the ethnic state, complicating the task of the minority in its quest for change and signaling that the prospects for real change in the current demographic and political circumstances are negligible. This drives the minority ever closer to crisis, and/or to a quest for revolutionary solutions with respect to its status in the overall system.

And yet, struggles between such groups are not insoluble. Solutions may not be obvious and they require a reasonable and fair redress of the claims and needs of the respective parties to the confrontation. This can be effected by recourse to defined techniques for assuring stability and preserving public order in societies deeply divided by ethnic or national groupings of one sort or another.

Broadly speaking, arrangements to resolve the problems between the groups are the outcome of combining the needs and demands of the minority group with the responses of the majority and of the state to those needs and demands. In the theoretical literature dealing with conflict resolution in pluralistic states deeply divided by ethnic, religious or national groupings, one may discern the outlines of two levels of guiding principles for a just and democratic resolution as regards the status of the respective groups (Gurr, 1994; Gurr & Harff, 1993). 

A. On the individual level: This level of liberal rights addresses the basic rights of the members of groups – rights the entitlement to which does not derive from their affiliation with a particular group but rather from their being equal citizens of their country. Here one may distinguish between political, social, economic and cultural rights to which every person is entitled as a citizen of his country. The pure realization of a system based exclusively on these rights is the development of liberal-majority democracy, in which groups are not recognized as such, and the state in fact is not a party to the struggle between groups but rather confers equal rights on citizens as individuals on the basis of their being citizens (Lijphart, 1977; Smooha, 1990).

B. On the group level: Many groups in history have claimed, and demanded, their right to group equality (see: Horowitz, 1985:601-652). A group can adopt a demand for broad autonomy along with the liberal equal rights to which members of the group are entitled – to be added to the demand for full partnership in managing the affairs of the nation. Such a development, when fully realized, officially and fundamentally transforms the state into a binational (or multinational, depending on the number of groups) state. This means putting in place a system the key characteristic of which is that groups are viewed as a central component in the public order, so that power and benefits and rights are distributed on a group basis – on a level that does not replace, but conjoins, the plane wherein equality is bestowed on all citizens as individuals. An outstanding example is the arrangement between the Flemish and the Walloons in Belgium, along with the cases of Switzerland and Canada (Lijphart, 1977; Smooha, 1990; Vos, 1996). 

Such a binational or multinational model to resolve confrontations in divided societies rests on the adoption of arrangements based on parity in leadership between the groups – meaning, a cessation of discrimination toward minority groups and an end to the institutionalized dominance of the majority. Concurrently, the groups are made equal, an equality which may be achieved through negotiations, either between the respective groups, or between the state ruled in practice by a particular group and the groups that had been discriminated against.

Jewish ethnocracy vs. the rights of Palestinian Arab citizens 


The political activity undertaken by Arabs in Israel to express their needs and demands is diverse, but overly limited in its capacity to bring about meaningful change in the living conditions, status, and situation of Arab citizens in Israel. The limitation arises from the brick wall created by the Jewish-Zionist nature of the State of Israel. Israel is a Jewish state and its obligation is to advance the interests of Jews, even at the cost of doing serious injury to the interests of Arab citizens. The very character of the state is an impediment to real change in the situation of Arabs within the state. This character, with respect to Arab citizens, is clearly evident on three planes (Ghanem, 1998): 


A.  On the ideological-declarative plane: The State of Israel was founded as the state of the Jewish people. It has a Jewish-Zionist character and its goals, symbols and policies are premised on its being the state of the Jewish people, while denying the existence of the Palestinian national minority within it. This situation deteriorated following an amendment to the Basic Laws of the Knesset in 1985, which prohibited election lists that do not expressly recognize the State of Israel as the state of the Jewish people. During debate on the amendment, MKs Tawfiq Toubi of the Israel Communist Party and Matti Peled of the Progressive List for Peace, proposed alternative wording, stating that the State of Israel is “the state of its citizens” or even “the state of the Jewish people and its Arab citizens,” but the suggestion was overwhelmingly voted down.


The consequences are not limited to discrimination against Palestinian citizens of the state on the day-to-day level and the lack of even a theoretical possibility of their achieving equality with Jewish citizens, given that Jews need to feel that they have preferential status in their own state. Legally and formally, this situation leaves Arab citizens in Israel without any formal entity defined as their state. It renders their status ambiguous. Is this state also theirs, or not? What are their prospects for attaining equality in this state, under these circumstances? The situation is acutely distressing for Arabs and for their leadership, and not solely on the emotional/affiliation level. 


Palestinian citizens are also discriminated against in the realm of the dominant symbols and values of the state and its institutions. In comparison with Jews, for whom the symbols, values and institutions of the state make it their own, and who can see these things as part of their tradition and the source of their identity, Palestinian citizens are estranged from these exclusively Jewish and Zionist symbols. Palestinians in Israel simply cannot identify with many of the symbols of the state of which they are citizens, because these symbols are rooted exclusively in the religious and ideological heritage of the majority. 


B.  On the structural level: Against their will, Arabs in Israel find themselves excluded, on the structural plane, from Israeli institutions, since these are considered to be the purview of Jewish citizens and are meant to serve Jewish Israeli goals or Jewish goals in general, and not necessarily to serve Israeli goals relating to all Israeli citizens, including Palestinian citizens. The means for this exclusion on the structural level are many. They include political exclusion, whereby Arabs are kept at a remove from key centers of political decision-making; non-conscription into the armed forces as a means of broader exclusion; non-hiring for senior positions; the existence of special civil institutions serving Arabs only; the systematic under-funding and discriminatory structuring of Arab education; discrimination against Palestinian citizens in the institutions of the mass media; etc.


C.  On the (policy) implementation level: This includes various kinds of discrimination and the exclusion of Arabs in diverse ways from being taken into account as equal citizens, through discrimination grounded in laws, in the allocation of funding and the allocation of territory. There is basic legalized discrimination in favor of Jewish citizens and to the detriment of Arab citizens. The state pays a significant price on the official/legal level in order to emphasize its Jewish-Zionist ethnic character. Legal discrimination involves the state’s basic goals as they are expressed by its leaders and by the Jewish majority. For example, the Law of Return and the Law of Citizenship are two laws intended to preserve and augment the Jewish majority of the state. They have a clear aim of reducing the number of non-Jews, including Arabs. This is most obvious in the Law of Return and the Law of Citizenship, the special legal status of non-Israeli Jewish institutions, and Amendment 7A to the Basic Law of the Knesset, 1985. In addition, there is a whole series of legal arrangements that discriminate against Arabs and give preference to Jews on two levels, the symbolic and the concrete – mainly laws giving preferential status to Jewish religious and ethnic heritage, symbols and values.


In the realm of state funding allocations, Palestinians in Israel suffer ongoing discrimination in nearly every sphere of life. The respective spheres of discrimination have been documented in many studies and official reports and by a number of NPOs, including annual reports by Sikkuy: the Association for the Advancement of Civic Equality. Despite the positive changes made in recent years in this regard, duly noted by researchers, up-to-date comparisons of various comparative indices show that the gaps arising mainly from outright discrimination are still substantial, and Palestinian citizens will probably be living with this situation for a good many years to come.


With respect to the distribution of land, there is discrimination of long standing in national and regional development plans. The vast majority of lands belonging to Arab citizens were confiscated over the years since the state came into being. Various means were employed to divest the Arabs of their land, most of which became state land. This land is centrally administered by national and regional planning commissions. On these commissions, there is permanent representation for the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Housing and Construction, the Jewish Agency for Israel and the Jewish National Fund (Keren Kayemet L’Israel). The latter two are constituted at the will of Jewish communities abroad and are meant to serve their goals or those of the Jews in Israel. This necessarily involves refraining from taking Arabs into consideration as potential beneficiaries of state land. Israeli institutions represented in these forums are not concerned with the interests of all citizens equally, and Jews are given very clear preference.


In practice, Israeli planning policy is designed to serve Jews. Arabs by default are entitled to nothing, and the benefits of planning accrue exclusively to Jews, despite the fact that it is the Arabs who have paid the historical and moral price for the actualization of Israel’s various land use plans. Planning policy thus becomes a tool for control of the Arabs, with the aim of preventing their “spread.” This requires massive establishment of Jewish towns with land reserves for future development. 

The Jewish majority and the ethnocratic regime

The literature dealing with the attitudes and positions taken by the Jewish majority toward the Arab minority in Israel and with related issues – such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and its resolution, and recognition of the Palestinians as a people and not merely as part of the larger Arab nation; the question of individual relationships with Arabs; and the question of individual and group equality for Arab citizens of the state – poses two central questions: First, has the attitude of the Jewish majority toward the Arab citizens of the state specifically and the Palestinian people in general, altered recently in the direction of viewing Arab citizens of Israel as a part of the state? I.e., is there any change in the attitude toward Arabs and is the gist of this change that Jews are moving closer to Arabs and are more prepared for compromise, or is there a continuing hardening of the majority’s attitude toward the Arab citizens of the state? And second, are there or are there not various streams among Jews in terms of their attitudes to Arabs and to the issues involving them – i.e., in terms of how they relate to Arab citizens of the state, do Jews in Israel comprise one undifferentiated group? Or are there various streams within the Jewish majority on this subject?

With respect to the first issue, the literature provides two contradictory responses:

 The first is the “entrenchment” school, based on a perception widely held in the Arab world, among Palestinians and some parts of the Arab public in Israel,
 that the Jewish public is immovable in its attitude toward Arab citizens of the state, demonstrating rigid attitudes and positions that only solidify over the years, do not change, and indeed become increasingly harsh over time. This school was evident in the literature in the work of Palestinian scholar Khalil Nakhleh (1982, 1978), who holds that Jews over the years take rigid positions with respect to Arab citizens of the state; he contends that they adopt a harsh stance, and are unprepared to compromise on questions involving Arabs, their heritage, their property or their rights.


The second response, unlike Nakhleh’s, is that of Sammy Smooha (1992, 1989), who developed the “accessibility school” of thought holding that the Jewish public demonstrates toward Arabs attitudes and positions that become more conciliatory over the years. This views holds that on questions involving coexistence with Arab citizens of the state – as with personal relations with Arabs, a resolution of the Palestinian problem, and the question of equality for Arabs – the Jewish stance is conspicuous for an increasing readiness over the years to make compromises with respect to Arabs and their needs, demands, and positions.


As to the second matter – whether the Jewish position is unified or diversified in relation to Arabs, there are three perspectives. 

The first of them, again stated by Nakhleh (1978), this time in the context of his presentation of the Israeli Jewish left’s attitudes toward the first Land Day in 1976, holds that all Jews, aside from a small minority of non-Zionists, demonstrate similar attitudes and positions vis-a-vis Arab citizens of the state. The Zionist left in Israel demonstrates conformist positions resembling those of other political streams among the Jewish majority, an attitude that centers on rejection of the Arabs, supports confiscation of their property to serve “Jewish” ends, and includes no readiness to compromise on the question of equality with the Jewish majority and acceptance of Arabs as equal citizens.


The second approach is that of scholar Ian Lustick in his book about the state’s policy toward Arabs (1980). Lustick contended that the Jewish public divides into two main groups. The first is represented by those in the “right wing”, the second by those in the “left wing” of the Israeli political landscape, the two groups distinguished by their respective attitudes and positions vis-a-vis the Arab citizen of the state. Left-wing people profess more conciliatory opinions of and attitudes toward Arabs than do right-wing people; this difference, however, has no impact on their readiness to compromise with Arabs in the direction of partnership in running the state. The difference exists only with respect to a more moderate vs. a harsher stance on practical questions in the context of a general consensus that the State of Israel is a Jewish state and the state of the Jews and that it must maintain the superiority of the Jews.


The third approach, this one also presented by scholar Sammy Smooha (1992, 1989), holds that the Jewish majority comprises four distinct streams with respect to its positions and attitudes toward the Arabs. First comes the group advocating compromise; this is the most liberal stream, supporting full citizenship for Arabs, equality and integration into Israeli society, seeing no contradiction between Zionism and democracy, but preferring democracy in the event of a conflict between that and the Jewish-Zionist nature of the state. The second is the pragmatic stream, which wants equality for Arabs but stands firm on the security needs of the state and its Jewish-Zionist character; this stream supports more equality for Arabs, opposes a military administration to rule Arab citizens, is in favor of narrowing the socioeconomic gap between Jews and Arabs, and admits that the state does not do enough for Arabs. Advocates in the more hard-line third stream are concerned first and foremost with the security needs of the state and its Jewish and Zionist character, prefer the Jewish-Zionist aspect over the democratic aspect of the state’s character, and support firm rule over Arabs. These people think it’s impossible to rely on Arabs, feel that Arabs represent a potential security risk to the state and don’t think that narrowing the socioeconomic gap between Jews and Arabs has to be one of the central goals of the state. The fourth stream, the separatists, believe that the Arabs should accept Jewish rule without question or else leave the state, this last an outcome to which, in their view, the state should aspire. These people do not accept the notion that an Arab could be their superior in the workplace and believe that the state already does too much for Arabs.


And lastly the fourth approach, presented by scholar Hannah Herzog (1990) holds that the Jews are divided in their opinions and attitudes concerning Arabs into five schools of thought. The first, the “hard-line nationalist” school, supports the identification of Israel with exclusively Jewish dominance and sees Israel as having unique security problems that justify a harsh attitude toward Arabs; the basic underlying assumption is that Arabs in Israel are part of the enemy and will remain so, hence they are to remain suspect, which in turn justifies controlling and supervising them. This school is represented mainly by supporters of right-wing parties in Israel. The second school of thought is the “liberal nationalist” group, which holds that the Jews ought to have a pragmatic attitude toward the Arabs designed to neutralize them as a security threat and make them as loyal as possible to the state; its adherents believe that there are “good, loyal” Arabs who should be treated well and that there are “bad, hostile” Arabs toward whom a tough policy should be adopted. The basic stance of those who support this school rests on the belief that the Arabs can be manipulated to reach a condition of maximum loyalty to the Jewish state. On the Israeli political map, this school is represented by supporters of the Likud party and some supporters of Labor. The third school is the “Jewish democracy” school, which addresses the issue of how to provide maximum equality for Arabs without harming the Jewish Zionist nature of the state. Its adherents are prepared to give maximum equality to Arabs so long as the Jewish Zionist nature of the state is not adversely affected; these supporters come from a broad spectrum of Labor party members. Fourth is the “equality for everyone” school, which advocates provision of full equality to Arabs on the basis of their common citizenship with Jews; adherents of this approach emphasize the democratic and egalitarian nature of the state. In the event of a contradiction between Israel’s Jewish character and its democratic nature, this group gives preference to the democratic aspect. People with these views are found mainly among supporters of the Zionist left. And fifth is the “no problem” school, contending that absolute equality must obtain between Jews and Arabs, the democratic nature of the state must in every instance be preferred over the Zionist nature of the state, and Arabs must be fully equal citizens in every respect. On the Israeli political landscape, proponents of this view represent a very small group of non-Zionists or anti-Zionists among Jews.


The discussion in the literature of the various classifications of Jews and their attitudes toward Arabs provides the background necessary to an understanding of the analysis of them. My first assumption is that Jews, from the moment they arrive in the country, undergo a process that leads them to an increased sense of obligation to the Jewish Zionist state and its aims. This is accomplished via diverse means, via embryonic state institutions before the founding of the state and thereafter by the state itself and its extensions, right through the present day
. My second assumption is that the Jewish majority demonstrates a high level of commitment to the Jewish state and its Zionist objectives, a commitment expressed in a variety of ways. This commitment does not diminish in any essential way over the years. My third assumption is that there are differences between the four political-ideological streams in terms of the level of commitment of the Jewish majority to the ethnic, Jewish-Zionist state, but not in the fact of there being such a commitment at some level. In the discussion presented below, I will address the first two assumptions; the third will be addressed by others, such as Smooha and Herzog, and for lack of space I will refrain from presenting a conception similar to theirs, and will make do with this reference to their research on the matter (see: Smooha, 1989, 1992; Herzog, 1990).

*   *   *


The Jews in the State of Israel hold very firm ethnic values, which are accepted by most of them; basically, the Jews are not interested in a neutral state, but in a state committed to their interests and prepared to serve them even at the expense of other citizens of the state
 . Results of a 1995 survey indicate that most of the Jewish public in Israel supports the ethnic state and its policies toward the Arab minority. The Jews see Israel as a Jewish state and even as the state of the Jewish people, and the vast majority of them (94%) want to maintain the Jewish majority in Israel. They want to preserve this situation and the conception that underlies it, and indeed want to strengthen it on various levels. The direction of change over the years is not unequivocal; there are ups and downs in the degree of commitment on the part of the Jewish majority to the various expressions of the Jewish character of the state (see Table 2). Looking at this historically, there is a minute decrease among Jews of those who describe Israel as the homeland of the Jews, but in truth this change is so tiny and marginal that one would be stretching things to talk in terms of a really serious change in this matter. Today, as in the past, the vast majority of Jews (73.4% in the 1980 survey, and 72.1% in the 1995 survey) believe that Israel is solely the homeland of the Jews. Moreover in the most recent survey (1995), the same percentage of Jews in Israel (72%) agrees with the legal definition of the state as the state of the Jewish people, without including Arab citizens in the definition; only a minority of 27.9% was prepared to support a version stating that Israel is the common homeland of Jews and Arabs.

Table 1: Jews’ definition of the state
	The State of Israel is:
	1995
	1988
	1985
	1980

	-The homeland of the Jews
	72.1%
	76.6%
	77.0%
	73.4%

	-The shared homeland of Jews and Arabs
	27.9%
	22.7%
	22.5%
	26.2%

	-The homeland of the Arabs
	0
	1.0%
	0.5%
	0.3%



As to its Jewish-Zionist character, the attitude toward this again points to the entrenchment of their positions on the part of Jews in Israel. It’s true that the percentage who advocate strengthening the Jewish-Zionist character of the state has decreased over the years (from 76% in 1980, to about 59.1% in 1995), but Jews still have not gone over to the other side and advocated moderating this character. Some have come to believe that the nature of the state should remain as it is (19.4% in 1980 and 35.6% in 1995). Possible explanations for this shift lie in one of two directions: first, that some of the Jews became somewhat more moderate and now think that no further stress should be laid on strengthening the Jewish-Zionist character of the state; and second, that some Jews now believe that the Jewish-Zionist character of the state is strong enough and from their standpoint satisfactory, hence it need not be reinforced further. The change does not point to the kind of shift in principles that would accompany a breakthrough in terms of the willingness of the Jews to compromise about the Jewish-Zionist nature of the state. 

The percentage of Jews who support the idea that the Jewish-Zionist character of the state should be moderated is essentially unchanged, and between 1985 and 1995 it actually decreased. The law giving numerical preference to Jews and enabling them, among other things, to maintain the Jewish-Zionist nature of the state is the Law of Return, which provides that any Jew anywhere in the world has the right to immigrate to Israel and instantly become a citizen on a par with all the other Jewish citizens already there. The law does not permit the same thing to other groups, neither Arabs nor anyone else. This law is supported, even today, by the overwhelming majority of Jews (68.1%), who believe that the Law of Return should be maintained. Only 3% of Jews favor its repeal. 

Table 2: Attitude toward the Jewish-Zionist nature of the state among the Jewish majority

	Today, Israel within the Green Line is a Jewish-Zionist state with an Arab minority living in it. What is your opinion on the Jewish-Zionist character of the state?
	



1995
	



1988
	



1985
	



1980

	-Should be strengthened
	59.1
	 
	62.7
	76.0

	-Should be left as it is
	35.6
	
	31.3
	19.4

	-Should be moderated
	5.4
	
	6.0
	4.6



From the standpoint of the state and its character as Jewish and democratic, most Jews, when they come to decide between the two components, prefer the Jewish over the democratic element. This preference endures in a stable manner over time. More than half of Jews over the years have preferred to live in a Jewish, non-democratic state if the other alternative is a democratic, non-Jewish state. This preference fits with a similar stance among Jews concerning the position of the state in conflicts between citizens, when they expect national and ethnic affiliation to be a factor and expect the state to give preference to Jews over Arab citizens. Most (about three-fourths) of the Jewish public demonstrates stable and continuing support for state intervention on behalf of Jews. This majority thinks that the state should give great or some preference to Jews over Arabs.

	Which would you prefer, if the democratic-egalitarian character of the state were at odds with its Jewish-Zionist character and you had to choose between them?
	


1995
	


1988
	


1985
	


1980

	-I would certainly prefer its democratic- 
  egalitarian character.
	21.9
	18.7
	23.0
	42.5

	- I think I’d prefer its democratic-egalitarian 
  character.
	23.8
	27.2
	18.6
	

	-I think I’d prefer its Jewish-Zionist character,
  but I’m not sure.
	24.6
	36.9
	27.9
	54.5

	-I’d certainly prefer its Jewish-Zionist character.
	29.7
	17.2
	30.5
	


	Should the state give greater preference to Jews or to Arabs?
	
1995
	
1988
	
1985
	
1980

	-Much greater preference to Jews.
	45.8
	47.9
	59.1
	66.6

	-Some preference to Jews.
	28.3
	25.9
	21.7
	19.2

	-Neither Jews nor Arabs should have preference.
	25.6
	25.5
	18.8
	15.7

	-Some preference to Arabs.
	0.2
	0.7
	0.4
	0.3

	-Much greater preference to Arabs.
	0.1
	0.0
	0.0
	0.1



From the standpoint of symbols and Jewish hegemony, most Jews are unprepared to make any changes in order to include Arabs and give them representation on the symbolic plane; the overwhelming majority (91.1% in the 1980 study, and 85.6% in the 1995 study) oppose any change in the state’s symbols, such as the flag or the national anthem, designed to enable Arabs to be included and hence to identify with these symbols. The same percentage (85.6% in 1995) opposes altering the nation’s anthem to enable Arabs to accept it. These symbols are Jewish, and are drawn from Jewish heritage, and they are important just as they are to Jews in Israel, who are unwilling to share in their design with Arabs.


High percentages of Jews are also against institutional integration of Arabs and support the preservation of exclusively Jewish control. In a 1995 study, a substantial proportion of Jews (40.5%) opposes bringing Arab parties into a government coalition on an equal basis and with full responsibility for policy, and a substantial percentage (38.6%) would accept Arab parties in a coalition only under certain conditions. A high proportion of Jews (32.2% in the 1995 study) believes that only Jews should be employed in government ministries, and 27% believe that Jews and Arabs should be employed but with a preference to Jews. Only 21.8% believe that Jews and Arabs should be employed without distinction, and 19% support the employment of Jews and Arabs in government ministries in proportion to their representation in the general population.


According to the 1995 survey, large segments of the Jewish population believe that some Arab political parties and movements should be made illegal and believe that others should be ruled ineligible to stand for election to the Knesset. A considerable proportion of Jews (45.6%) advocate making the Israeli Communist Party illegal, and only a small percentage (25.3%) opposes the idea (the rest aren’t sure). This, despite the fact that the Communist party is a Jewish-Arab party, known for its moderate views, although its votes come mainly from Arabs. Most of the Jewish public (72.2%) does not agree or tends not to agree that the Islamic movement in Israel, which represents a substantial proportion of the Arab public in the country, should be permitted to stand for election to the Knesset. Moreover, a considerable proportion of Jews (30.9%) believes that Arabs should not have the right to vote in Knesset elections. Overall, one could contend that most of the Jewish public is dissatisfied with the parties deemed to be Arab parties and which represent the interests of the Arab public in elections to the Knesset; evidently, the Jewish public or major segments of it believe that the Knesset is an institution that ought to include only Jewish parties that represent the interests of Jews.


Social segregation of Jews and Arabs, as part of the structural separation that divides Jews from Arabs and enables the funneling of benefits to Jewish citizens, is part of Israel’s ethnic policy. This policy is broadly supported by the Jewish public. Hence on the social-structural level, many segments of the Jewish public are unwilling to work under an Arab superior; and if we add to these the Jews who describe themselves as preferring a Jewish superior, there is a clear majority of Jews who at least prefer to work under a Jew and not an Arab. This same stance and preference on the part of Jews holds true with respect to the choice of living in a separate vs. a mixed neighborhood.

	Would you be willing to have an Arab boss at work?
	
1995
	
1988
	
1985
	
1980

	-Very willing
	11.0
	7.5
	8.9
	9.2

	-Willing
	19.6
	17.8
	22.9
	24.1

	-Willing, but prefer a Jew
	25.6
	19.6
	20.8
	23.3

	-Willing to work only for Jews
	43.8
	55.1
	47.4
	43.0


	Would you or would you not be willing to live in a mixed Jewish-Arab neighborhood?
	
1995
	
1985
	
1980

	-Very willing
	7.1
	7.2
	7.1

	-Willing
	13.2
	17.4
	16.0

	-Willing, but prefer Jews
	23.4
	21.6
	22.3

	-Willing to be with Jews only
	56.4
	53.7
	54.6



From a cultural standpoint, high proportions of Jews wish to preserve the superior position of Hebrew culture and the Hebrew language and are not prepared to include the Arabic language and Arab culture as partners in shaping Israeli culture. They are not interested in amalgamating their culture and that of Arabs. A great many (30.1% in 1995) believe that Arab culture need not be treated as an important part of the national culture in Israel, and 39.7% say they’re not sure about treating Arab culture as an important part of the national culture. A decisive majority (59.9%) is against having Arabic songs played on Hebrew radio stations; 70.7% do not believe that the law should mandate that all street signs and those with the names of towns and cities should appear in Arabic as well as Hebrew, despite the fact that Arabic is considered, by law, an official language in Israel. And 48.6% of them oppose or would tend to oppose the idea that Jews and Arabs in Israel should create shared values and customs.


Recently, a number of Jewish politicians have publicly rejected the idea of equal participation by Arabs in Israel in the democratic decision-making process – in the case, for example, of a national referendum on the question of whether Israel ought to withdraw from the Golan Heights and the West Bank and Gaza, and even East Jerusalem. These ideas have garnered some legitimacy among the Jewish public. In the 1995 study, most Jews (59.9%) agree that with respect to decisions about the future of the Golan Heights and the west Bank and Gaza, there should be a Jewish majority; i.e., on these decisions, the opinions of Arab citizens shouldn’t count, as they are perceived from the outset as being willing to return these territories to Syria and to the Palestinians respectively.


The ethnic character of the state is supported by high percentages of the Jewish public. Jews would like to perpetuate the current situation whereby Arabs are excluded from consideration. Most Jews do not view Arabs as part of what is Israeli, according to the 1995 study. Indeed, 51.7% of the Jews think that the term “Israeli” includes only Jews and doesn’t include Arabs. A significant proportion of them are not pleased by the presence of Arabs, and express support for the state’s taking every opportunity and using every possible means to encourage Arab Israelis to leave the country so as to reduce their numbers in the population overall. The 1995 study indicates that most Jews (53.1%) agree that supervision of Arabs in Israel should be increased, and 39.4% are in favor of the confiscation of Arab lands within the Green Line for Jewish development needs. 

	What’s your opinion as to the state’s seeking and using every possible opportunity to encourage Arab Israelis to leave the country, so as to reduce their number in the overall population?
	



1995
	



1988
	



1985
	



1980

	







-In favor
	36.7
	39.9
	42.4
	49.5

	







-Not sure
	35.0
	36.9
	33.7
	31.4

	







-Against
	28.3
	23.2
	23.9
	19.1



Jews reject the possibility of establishing an egalitarian democratic state in Israel, according to the 1995 study. By far most of them (91.1%) do not agree that Israel become a consociational, participatory democracy, and cease being a Jewish-Zionist state, to become instead a country where Jews and Arabs would be recognized as equal national groups and would receive representation based on their weight in the population, serving as equal partners in running the state. Likewise, they overwhelmingly do not agree (95.5%) that Israel become a liberal democracy, cease being a Jewish-Zionist state, end recognition of Jews and Arabs as separate groups, enable them to compete freely, and allow anyone who so wishes to live together and marry one another.


Jews are satisfied with an ethnic state, and want it maintained and even strengthened. As the foregoing data show, the Jewish public supports the ethnocratic regime and considers it legitimate for that regime to act in a discriminatory manner toward Arab citizens, whose suffering under this ethnic policy amounts to a prolonged and ongoing state of crisis (see Rouhana and Ghanem, 1998). The findings presented earlier show that the “post-Zionist” era has still not dawned for the Jewish public in terms of the standing of the Palestinian minority within the country. It appears to be very possible for Jews to be willing to make concessions to Arabs in Israel on questions involving individual equality and amelioration of quality of life in various specific areas, yet remain steadfastly opposed to any sort of group equality for Arabs in Israel or any change in the nature and objectives of the state as a Jewish-Zionist state.

Ethnocracy and political participation by Arabs


The formation of political institutions and organizations is subject to the willingness of citizens to organize themselves into such institutions and organizations, a process which requires a sense that doing so will help improve their lot as individuals or the situation of their society overall. The enabling dynamic of “good citizenship” is premised on a readiness to contribute to the individual and group welfare and on the existence of a democracy assuring that individuals within the society can compete on an equal basis as equal citizens under the law. The state plays a neutral role as guardian of equality and equal rights. The existence of such circumstances assures the building of a system of organizations, parties, and institutions the establishment of which is a conspicuous marker of democracy. Theoretically, the existence of discrimination between citizens on the basis of ethnicity or geography or any other attribute, i.e., state intervention in favor of a given ethnic group or geographic region or in any other manner, constitutes an impediment to the creation and development of vigorous political organizations and institutions. This, despite the fact that discrimination can spur individuals or groups experiencing the discrimination to organize, thereby augmenting their power to serve their own needs instead of the regime’s and to close the gaps created by discrimination. Such organizations and institutions thereby provide a service that the state ought to be providing to all its citizens on an equal basis.


In addition, ideally the development of such institutions and organizations requires a stable democratic system, although political organizations and institutions can also develop under undemocratic conditions in the absence of a stable regime – as occurred when individuals and groups came together in organizations and parties in Lebanon during the “no state” period, or in the Palestinian territories occupied by Israel since 1967. In these two instances, the organizations and institutions that were established are under continual threat; the individuals who initiated the organizing fear intervention by the regime and tend not to make long-range plans because the future is so uncertain. In such cases, the political organizing that does take place may be hesitant and unstable and is potentially at high risk of being destroyed by some external agency.


Israel as a Jewish ethnocratic state gives preference to a particular group (Jews) relative to other groups (mainly Arabs) and assures, via policies and arrangements formalized in law, the superiority of the dominant group and the exercise of control over the minority and its institutions. The state acts as an intervening agency on behalf of the Jews and permits, in a limited and controlled fashion, the development of organizations and institutions serving the Arab minority exclusively.  There have been many instances of overt or covert interference by the regime, the aim of which was to prevent the emergence of a particular political group or to dismantle an existing one. These actions included: prohibitions via special injunctions as in the case of the prohibition on holding a “mass gathering of Arabs” in 1980, via a special edict from the then minister of defense, Menachem Begin; in other cases, legal steps were taken, rationalized by various excuses, as in the case of the Al Ard movement in the 1960s and against the Mitkademet movement in the mid-1980s; or when senior political activists with official positions in the Labor Party were fired. People were also fired from the Communist Party during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, and activists were fired from the Sons of the Village movement at a later period. The reluctance on the part of the Arab leadership to engage in a serious discussion of the idea of holding nationwide general elections to enable Arabs to choose the Arab Monitoring Committee (or a parallel entity) arises from that very fear – that the regime would come up with a scheme to intervene in a violent manner to prevent such an eventuality.


Institutions at the local governance level also suffer from the same limitation due to the ethnic character of the State of Israel. The state and the regime, right through the present time, have not officially recognized numerous Arab communities (known as the Forty), a pretext not to give them any municipal status whatever nor provide their residents with services. The state has also delayed naming a local authority for many years in a large number of communities and in the event a local authority is finally named, the state blatantly discriminates against them to a significant degree relative to Jewish communities, both in budget allocations and in the extent of the land under their jurisdiction (Al-Haj and Rosenfeld, 1990).


From the standpoint of political participation at the national level, Arabs suffer from problems similar to those relating to political organizing. The Israeli political system permits the existence of many parties, which compete for proportional representation in open national elections. Any party receiving more than 1.5% (the threshold percentage) of all votes legally cast is represented by one or more members of Knesset. The parties in the Knesset compete amongst themselves to assemble a coalition that will assure a legislative voting majority and enable a governing coalition to be formed. In principle, the Knesset and the competition within it are perceived as a springboard to government and, on the other hand, as having a supervisory role vis-a-vis the government and its actions. The parties comprising the government are called a coalition and the parties criticizing the government are called opposition parties. Immediately on the announcement of the formation of a government, its members become ministers headed by a prime minister, generally a representative of the largest party in the coalition. This entity is then the most authoritative in the country in terms of setting foreign and domestic policy, and is the entity that monitors implementation of policy on all levels. Representation in this body is the most cherished wish of the various sectors and groups, which organize to obtain benefits or to promote matters they deem important. Representatives of Arab parties in the Knesset, whether their parties are in the coalition or in the opposition, have never enjoyed representation in the government itself and thus far no Arab has ever served as a minister nor, obviously, as a prime minister of Israel (until the selection of Salah Tarif in 2001 as a minister without portfolio by Sharon, who put him in charge of Arab affairs nationally).


Historically, the “Arab parties” in the Knesset have acquired the role of “permanent opposition” irrespective of the regime in power. They are treated as representatives of the “hostile” Arab minority, as untrustworthy and ineligible for participation in government coalitions. This of course is aside from the cases in which Arab members of Knesset were there as members of Jewish parties who were coalition partners. Despite the substantial electoral weight of the Arab voting public, there has never been an Arab minister, and the few Arab deputy ministers were put in charge, within their ministries, of matters relating to “minorities” rather than things affecting the population as a whole, and in a manner dependent on the “generosity” of the respective minister under whom they served. The status of “permanent opposition” for the “Arab parties” has come about for a number of reasons, the three most important of which are as follows: First, they are Arab parties. Secondly, they are anti-Zionist or at least non-Zionist. And thirdly, they have espoused strong opposition to the policies of successive governments of Israel in both domestic and foreign affairs.


The first is a permanent, static situation which has an unchanging negative impact on the possibility of participation in the government coalition all along the way. The second and third appear to have intensified since the move toward resolution of the Palestinian problem via agreement between Israel and the PLO, which brought the Jewish public and decision-makers closer to the position of the Arabs with respect to resolution of the conflict. The Arabs’ position has long been that the conflict should be solved on the basis of designating the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people and recognizing the right of the Palestinian people to self-determination. This shift appears to have provoked a hardening of attitudes on the side of the Jewish public and decision-makers with respect to the character and objectives of the state, as on the Jewish side the readiness to resolve the Palestinian problem in this manner is perceived as a major concession, externally, requiring a kind of compensatory reinforcement of Jewish dominance domestically.


The “Arab parties”, have taken an aggressive line over the years, and have adopted an anti-Zionist position, publicly rejecting the definition of Israel as the state of the Jewish people, viewing such a definition as “unfair” toward the Arab citizens of the state. They have emphasized that Israel ought to be “the state of all its citizens” or at least “the state of the Jewish people and its Arab citizens” (Ghanem, 1990). This is basically the position of most Arabs in Israel, who reject the Jewish-Zionist character of the state (Smooha, 1992:54-58).


Aside from the disagreement about the nature of the state and its objectives, the “Arab parties” and their representatives in the Knesset disagree with and even clearly oppose government policy on some of the most important issues, such as how resources are to be allocated within the state, and the resolution of the Israeli-Arab conflict in general and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in particular (Ghanem, 1990). This disagreement, which corresponds to that between most Arab citizens and most Jewish citizens (Smooha, 1992), makes Jews overall, and the state’s decision-makers, still more fearful of Arabs and even reinforces the perception of them as a “hostile minority” and potential “fifth column.” This fear on the part of the Jewish public also makes the Jewish leadership more leery of having Arabs as full coalition partners, lest it weaken their position with the Jewish constituency in the country. All these factors in concert have delegated the Arabs to the position of a permanent opposition within the governance system in Israel.


Despite the improvement in attitudes toward Arabs over the period during which the State of Israel has existed as an ethnic, Jewish-Zionist state, Israel continues to see its central objective as taking care of the concerns of Jews, including bringing them to live in the country. By distancing the Arab parties and the Arabs themselves from full partnership in the executive authority, the state has essentially blocked their active and equal influence on decision-making when matters of crucial importance to the Jewish people are involved.


The foregoing analysis suggests the limits to any significant achievement by Palestinians in Israel via participation in elections to the Knesset. The question that arises next is: What is the situation of Arabs in Israel with respect to municipal politics? And how good are the benefits Palestinians receive as a result of their participation in local politics? 


On the level of municipal politics, too, the benefits are limited. The Jewish-Zionist character of the state and the limited ability of Arabs in Israel to receive their fair share of benefits via participation in parliamentary political activity creates a situation in which the importance of local politics increases – but there is a corresponding increase in the strength of the competition, including competition in recruiting social and political networks for a decisive showing on the local level. This situation enhances the power of the clan (hamoula) and has led to the selection of somewhat inappropriate candidates to run communities, local councils, and city halls. The whole situation creates a pressure cooker on the local level and leads to violent local struggles, the appointment of people with inadequate or irrelevant professional credentials, and the like.


The situation on the local level again raises a serious question as to what Palestinians can expect to achieve via municipal politics, and demonstrates that on this level, too, Arab citizens of Israel find themselves seriously disadvantaged in a way that is evidently difficult to resolve under existing conditions.


Political attitudes within the various political streams among Arabs in Israel are also very problematic. The Arabs in Israel are divided into four ideological streams. Three of these – the communists, the nationalists and the Islamic party – have their source in broad ideologies that existed long before the founding of the State of Israel and existed in various incarnations in Palestinian society before the expulsion of the Palestinians in 1948. The only stream that came into being after the founding of the State of Israel is the Israeli-Arab stream. This is the most reticent stream, and its platform expresses a willingness to come to terms with the inferior position of Palestinians in the state of the Jews: basically, this constitutes capitulation without a struggle – without having articulated a demand for real, fundamental equality between Jews and Palestinians in the country. Until recently, in fact, there was no civic Palestinian-Israeli stream that demanded full equality for Palestinians in Israel in a way that required the state, the Jewish majority and the Palestinian minority genuinely to address its demands, while it forthrightly and systematically sought to have the State of Israel become a binational state and actually take some action to that end.


That no such stream came into being for so long is certainly not by chance. What retards such phenomena is first and foremost the fact that the state not only does not encourage such a platform from coming into being, it opposes – in a legal, official manner – the establishment of any such stream and the conduct of activity along those lines in the field. At the very least, the state does not encourage Arabs in Israel to view Israel as their own state in the way it is viewed by Jews. Israel as a Jewish state, by law, has employed legal prohibitions to prevent the establishment of a political organization to work actively on the national (Knesset) level and provide an organizational framework for developing a civil ideological stream that would publicly address the need for Israel to be the state of Israelis, Jews and Palestinians alike.


Nor does Israel’s domestic or foreign policy encourage the evolution of such a stream. Israel follows a policy that is definitely intended to perpetuate the State of Israel as the state of the Jews –indeed this is found in the Declaration of Independence, and in the platforms of all Jewish political parties (including Meretz) competing in elections, and in a great many speeches by leaders of the state and an endless number of official documents. The Palestinians are not a component in the considerations when official policy is formulated in Israel and in many cases, this policy comes at their expense – to, e.g., “Judaize the Galilee” or “strengthen the hold of the Jews on their state.” These factors comprise a central, and most serious impediment to the evolution of a civic Palestinian-Israeli stream that could be the basis for a “citizens’ rights” movement one fundamental claim of which would be the demand that this state become egalitarian: a state of Israeli citizens, Palestinian and Jewish.

The distress of the Palestinian Arab minority in the Jewish ethnocracy

The anomalous situation of Arab citizens of the state comes from their being at one and the same time partial Israelis and partial Palestinians, i.e., having a part-Israeli and part-Palestinian identity. Under the present circumstances, Arab citizens can have neither a complete and whole Israeli identity nor a complete and whole Palestinian identity. This, in brief, conveys what is so distressing about the collective identity of Arab citizens.


On the one hand, as officially defined, Arabs in Israel are citizens of the state. Yet their Israeli identity doesn’t exist if we treat the essence of collective identity as a psychological sense of belonging and, on the affective level, as a feeling of sympathy, of support. The State of Israel was in fact founded as the state of the Jewish people. It has a Jewish-Zionist character, and its goals, symbols and policies are constructed around its being the state of the Jewish people, while denying the very existence of a Palestinian national minority within the state. This situation was aggravated following adoption of the amendment to the Basic Law of the Knesset of July 1985 holding that “a list of candidates shall not participate in elections to the Knesset if its goals or deeds, expressly or by implication, contain a rejection of the existence of the State of Israel as the state of the Jewish people” (The Knesset, 3951:1985). This not only leads to discrimination against Arabs on the day-to-day level and omits even a theoretical possibility for achieving equality with Jews due to the need to give Jews the sense that, in their own state, they are preferred over others; on the formal, legal level, it also leaves the Arabs of Israel without a formal framework defined as their state and prevents the evolution of a liberal Israeli identity that could include the Arabs, too, in the way that a French, English, or American identity would. Israeli identity encompasses significant elements from Judaism and from Jewish heritage, and only Jews can fully adopt it and become Israelis, a process that most Jews have undergone when they immigrated to Israel during all the years of its existence. Arabs clearly cannot become Israelis in the full sense of the word, and they are left at the margins of Israeli identity or relegated to being partial Israelis.


On the other hand, Arab identity in Israel developed until 1948 as part of the Palestinian and Arab national movement. Since being cut off from the Arab world following the outcome of the 1948 war, a situation came about whereby Arabs in Israel were obliged to develop on their own, prevented by lack of contact with the Arab world and the Palestinian national movement from being able to draw directly on spheres sphere of life so critical to them and so out of reach. The war and the security situation exacerbated this separation and there are still no signs of a change, because the situation created, even after the signing of peace accords with some of the Arab nations and with the PLO, has not eradicated the separation and the inability to belong to those two spheres, the Arab and the Palestinian. The Palestinian component in the identity of Arabs in Israel cannot be complete when the Palestinian national movement is in the process of setting up a Palestinian national homeland elsewhere. 


The difficulty in the situation of Arabs in Israel lies not in the opposition between two complete identities, the Israeli and the Palestinian, but in the lack of wholeness, in various ways, of either of the two identities. This anomalous situation represents serious evidence that the model of normal development (see introduction) is fundamentally incorrect as a means of understanding the situation of Arabs in Israel. The correct approach to understanding their development is to use the model called, in the literature, the “crisis development approach” (Ghanem, 1996, 1996a; Rrouhana and Ghanem, 1998). According to this model, the Palestinian Arab community in Israel faces distress and crisis on two levels, localized and strategic, which are liable to develop further in the future. As things stand today, the choices before the Arab community in its relations with the state and with the Palestinian people are limited, and do not permit normal development for the minority. This situation restricts the development of Arabs in Israel, especially their political development, leading to distress in this dimension and even radiating to others, affecting or contributing to, e.g.: demographic development, concurrent with economic deprivation; an absence of strong, unified leadership for Arabs; an absence of a clear conception (among Arabs) of their future; problems of social structure; non-internalization of the values of democracy; and problems on the cultural plane.  

These distressing problems of development afflicting the Palestinian Arab minority in Israel, and many other kinds of distress on various levels and in various contexts too numerous to survey here (see Ghanem, 1996, 1996a; Rouhana and Ghanem, 1998), are liable – in light of the state’s continuing ethnic policy combined with the limitations of Israeli democracy and its components, along with ongoing indifference to Palestinians in Israel and their problems on the part of the Palestinian national movement – to develop into a general crisis that will be burdensome for Arabs, for their relations with the majority and for their relations with the Palestinian national movement (see Rouhana and Ghanem, 1998). Thus the crisis situation with this minority will be an issue not just for its members, but also will influence developments in the region. A way out of this crisis will require changes on two levels, the Israeli and the Palestinian.

Discussion: The “Al Aqsa Intifada” – the eruption of a crisis or a “passing episode”?


On 16 October 2000, the President of Israel, Moshe Katzav, was interviewed on Israel Television’s Channel One during a Jewish-Arab (Palestinian) meeting at Kufr Kassem in the southern Triangle, a few kilometers west of the border between Israel and the West Bank. In this interview, he declared that in his opinion, the recent “events” of heightened confrontation between the Palestinian minority in Israel on the one hand and the security forces along with some of the Jewish population on the other, were “a passing episode” that is not instructive as to the overall or the real situation of relations between the Palestinian minority and the various arms of the Israeli government specifically or the Jewish majority in general. Statements in that spirit by Israeli opinion-makers – politicians, consultants, journalists, etc. – tossed around in the media (under the exclusive control of Jews) indicate a supreme effort to cast these events as merely an episode; to whitewash the reality and return things to “the way they were,” meaning a quiet preserved by the use of a varied apparatus of control and without trying to see the reality or the real meaning of the “intifada” by Arabs in Israel, having come to understand that their aspirations had arrived at a face-off with the policies, actions on the ground, and aspirations of the Jewish-Zionist state. This was, of course, in addition to the expected flare-up due to the crisis surrounding the continuing Israeli occupation on the West Bank and in Gaza and the Israeli refusal to withdraw to the June 1967 boundaries and enable the Palestinians to establish an independent sovereign state, a struggle to which the Arabs in Israel are drawn as part of the Palestinian people, who have come to overwhelmingly favor the establishment of a Palestinian state alongside the State of Israel. This aspiration is blocked by the presence of some 300,000 settlers on the West Bank and in Gaza and the Israeli refusal to share rule in Jerusalem and to enable the return of Palestinian refugees to their homeland. 


The Israeli evaluations of the “passing episode” are mixed with statements in threatening tones from Israeli decision-makers, foremost the President himself who made clear threats during the days after the disturbances broke out against those whom he termed “inciters” and “leaders of the riots,” while clarifying that they were “exceptions” who should be punished with all the severity permitted by law. These two tactics for dealing with protests on the part of Arabs in Israel that had reached the point of physical struggle receive comprehensive, in-depth backing from Israeli academics and consultants of one sort or another who are typically recruited to facilitate the continued control of the Palestinian minority and offer advice as to how Israel can manipulate the Arabs into thinking that they’re moving toward real equality when the state actually has no intentions of that nature.


Israeli academia has provided, over many years, learned statistics on the political orientation of Arabs in Israel, generally contending that the Arabs in Israel have accepted their status as a minority in the Jewish state and that they aspire to continue to hold Israeli citizenship while seeing a gradual change in their situation via the means made available by Israeli “democracy,” and without threatening the fact of the existence of the system or the rules for Jewish control of it. Some scholars have gone so far as to say that Arabs in Israel accept the state’s “Jewish-Zionist character,” the practical significance of which is that things are done to the detriment of Arabs in Israel, systematically causing harm to them, their property and their natural right to life and equality. The widespread use of the term “citizens” in the writings of these academics about Palestinians in Israel, which has spread to the political realm, is a cynical move that aids the security services in cooptation and helps retard economic development as a deliberate policy; it is merely one more way to maintain control over Palestinians in Israel and separate them from the rest of the Palestinian people, and is not intended to empower citizens to actualize their rights in the state. 


On the other hand, I have contended, along with a few Palestinian and Jewish colleagues, that the general conception that academic circles in Israel are attempting to reinforce – the same one that unfortunately has served as the foundation for government policy toward Arabs in Israel through the present time and has been a decisive factor behind the use of violence by the security forces to deal with Arabs in Israel – is based on the almost total recruitment of these academic circles for the Jewish-Zionist enterprise and in service of the effort to assemble “empirical and theoretical scientific” recommendations to justify the situation of control. 


Over the years, and particularly over the last decade, most Arabs in Israel have acquired aspirations to see adopted in their case the generally accepted rules for dealing with conflicts in divided societies, i.e., arrangements based on the promulgation of equality between the groups – meaning the cessation of discrimination toward minority groups and an end to the institutionalized dominance of the majority. This is achievable, but only by truly and candidly dealing with the demands of the minority. Equality can be manifest by dint of choosing one of only two techniques: either through the distribution of territory, or via life in a shared political framework that includes complete annulment of the dominance of one group and an end to the identification of the state and the political system with that group. That kind of change can be expressed in the conduct of a liberal democracy that disavows a group structure, or in the establishment of a shared, consociational democracy, in which group affiliations are formally recognized and their importance taken into account in governance and power-sharing arrangements.


Arabs in Israel, as citizens who take that status seriously and as a group, want to achieve equality with the majority Jewish group, and most think it ought to be full equality with respect to the Jews. They demand that the state serve them in a manner equal to the manner in which it serves Jews; provide them with equal resources and provide services on an equal basis to their group; distribute territory in a just manner; provide a fair proportion of appointments to civil service jobs for members of their group; enable them to have equal participation in government and in government coalitions; give them parity in decisions about the character of the state and its goals; and above all, enable them to choose a national leadership that will concern itself with the actualization of these goals. They are, in fact, demanding a “binational state” that will serve its citizens and not a state that provides greater service, relatively speaking, to one group (the Jews) among the various groups of citizens. All of this adds up to an aspiration for a fundamental change in the character, objectives, and policies of the State of Israel.


 Meanwhile, as these aspirations were being adopted by the Palestinian minority, the State of Israel over the years has solidified its Jewish-Zionist character and accelerated the practical manifestations of this character, continuing to behave in a vulgar (and sometimes violent) manner in the various spheres where it has contact with Arabs in Israel. This was very clearly demonstrated in the killing of Palestinians in several cases, including the 1956 massacre at Kufr Kassem, the first Land Day in 1976, and the “Al Aqsa Intifada” of last October [2000], when security forces opened fire with live ammunition on citizens attempting to express their distress concerning Al-Haram A-Sherif [what Jews call the Temple Mount, in Jerusalem] after Sharon’s visit there and to protest the suffering inflicted on them by Israeli policies since 1948. 


Israel maintains democratic arrangements on the institutional level and with respect to formal aspects, like: periodic elections, changes of regime, separation of powers, separation between the army and politics, etc. Yet, when it comes to its policy toward the Palestinian minority, Israel rejects the real essence of democracy and does not practice democracy at its most essential level. Israel as a state is identified with one ethnic/national group, the Jews, and employs many means in order not to include members of the Palestinian minority as equal citizens entitled to a full measure of the benefits received by Jewish citizens. In practice, Israel preserves the inferiority of Palestinians vis-a-vis Jews through discrimination in a variety of spheres of life, on various levels, so as to maintain the status quo and prevent Arabs from attaining equality.


Ethnocratic Israel is a strong system. The state promulgates preferential policies very clearly in favor of the Jewish majority over the Arab minority; its commitment to these policies over the years has not diminished and indeed has increased. Moreover, the Jewish majority’s support for the ethnic state and for the dominance of the majority is a principal guarantor of the continued existence of the ethnic state. The overwhelming majority of Jews want Israel to continue to function as an ethnic state, to continue to have a Jewish-Zionist character and to continue to be committed to serving the interests of Jews over those of other citizens, including Arabs, on every level and in every sphere.


As against that picture, the overwhelming majority of Arabs support the creation of a binational, Jewish-Arab state, within the borders of Israel up to the Green Line (Ghanem, 1996). This position on the part of Arabs is important but in no way changes the structure of power and partnership between Jews and Arabs in the state. In fact, within Israel (within the Green Line), the prospects for the establishment and development of a democratic, binational, Jewish-Arab or Israeli-Palestinian structure that would speak to the aspirations and needs of Arab citizens, are virtually nil. This is mainly due to the dominance of the Jews and their maintenance of a well-developed ethnic nationalism that is basically impervious and immovable. The ethnic reality in Israel, along with other factors, has led the Arabs to develop as a minority in distress, on a path toward crisis. The reality prevents the minority from undergoing normal development (Rouhana & Ghanem, 1998; Ghanem, 1998). The Arabs will continue to suffer distress and will continue in crisis mode so long as there is no change in the ethnocratic system.


A minority in an ethnic state like Israel, which is defined as a Jewish state and the state of the Jewish people, confronts situations that are uncomfortable from a political and existential standpoint as a result of the ethnic structure of the state. An ethnic state, as defined, excludes ethnic-national groups that do not belong to the dominant ethnic group from the national aspirations of the state and gives the dominant group preferential treatment grounded in the legal system of the state. The uncomfortable situation of discrimination against an ethnic group arises from the strategic refusal of the state to be responsive to demands for equality, belonging and justice in the framework of the state apparatus. Every ethnic group wishing to be part of the state system will naturally be looking for equality, affiliation, and identity – values that are simply basic human desiderata, are not subject to negotiation, and cannot be ignored or suppressed permanently.


The combination of a limited partial democracy and the ethnic component in shaping policy toward the Palestinian minority makes things harder for the minority instead of helping it. This situation creates a phantom feeling of progress and integration into the life of the state and a false sense of normal development, while in practice, the options on offer do not help the minority attain equality but make for a murky situation with respect to development. While the existing structure of the minority community is vulnerable to disintegration, circumstances do not permit integration into the broader state structure. Hence in the last analysis, the minority loses its way of life and its social and political structure, and cannot adopt others in their place. This is manifest in various kinds of existential distress and a looming crisis for the minority in the face of an ever-stronger ethnic-national quality to the state and its policies toward the minority.


The ethnic nature of nationalism in Israel, Jewish and Palestinian, and the absence of an egalitarian citizenship or territorial nationalism that would unite the entire citizenry, do not leave very many options for future development. The situation described herein leaves the state, both the majority and the minority, facing difficult choices in the future with respect to what kind of partnership could be responsive to the will of the majority and the aspirations of the minority. On the one hand, the state and the Jewish majority will be facing a difficult situation if they continue to ignore the demands and aspirations of the minority. Israel and its majority group will not be able to go on maintaining the existing ethnic system and policies in the face of the opposition of its Palestinian citizens, and the state will have to weigh very seriously the actualization of equality between members of the respective communities of citizens. On the other hand, the minority over the years will become more and more aware of the limitations imposed on its future development by the nature of the state and by the support of the Jewish majority for this kind of state. This situation will lead to greater day-to-day distress and new existential strategies. As the state of distress ripens, there will come a time when solutions that now seem unthinkable may appear reasonable, the object being to achieve equality.


In practice, the events of the “Al Aqsa Intifada,” and particularly the death of 13 Palestinian citizens in a deliberate manner at the hands of the Israeli security services, are evidence of several basic facts concerning the relations between the Palestinian minority and the State of Israel:

1. There is clear and widespread unease among Arabs in Israel with the internal and foreign policies of the State of Israel, encompassing a majority of the Palestinian population in Israel – and the decision by tens of thousands of young people to engage in confrontations with the Israeli security forces after they had killed the first Palestinian in Umm al Fahm is clear evidence of that. The contentions of senior Israelis in politics and the media that we’re talking about a “small group of rioters” is tendentious and has the aim of reducing the bitterness of the Arabs in Israel concerning the dispute between them and the Jewish majority, including the decision-making echelon, in Israel.

2. The citizenship of Arabs in Israel has no real significance. The notion of “citizen” as applied to Palestinians in Israel, now current mainly in Israeli academia but which has been picked up by Israeli politicians and in the media, is intended to enhance control over Arabs in Israel and intensify the separation between them and the Palestinians on the West Bank and in Gaza. Hence one may understand why this concept was developed and disseminated after the Israeli conquest of the West Bank and Gaza in June 1967. Aside from participating in elections, wherein the practical significance for them is extremely limited, Arabs in Israel do not enjoy any protection or access to their basic rights that ought to be assured by the fact of their being citizens. When the state and its decision-makers thought they ought to “teach” the Palestinians and their leadership “a lesson,” it permitted the deliberate killing of 13 of these “citizens” without interference.

3. Palestinians in Israel have few allies in Jewish society. In the event of a crisis, Jews of diverse political and ideological affiliations stand together as one group to explain and justify the government’s policies, and “turn a cold shoulder.” What remains of the Israeli left, in its organizational incarnation in Meretz, does not constitute a real left wing when it comes to the rights of Arabs in Israel. The first time the movement’s leader, Yossi Sarid, was heard to denounce the deaths of Palestinians citizens by the security forces was about eight days after the killing began, when the security forces had already finished the job.

4. Above all, an ethnocratic regime rules in Israel, not a democratic one: a regime that serves as an instrument used by the majority as needed, even to do systematic harm to the minority and its basic rights. Such a regime ranks on a continuum with the apartheid regime in South Africa before 1990 and isn’t anywhere close to a normal democratic regime. This regime is stable and strong, and has wide backing among the Jewish population and in Israeli academia, which works hard to market it in the West as a democracy.

The data cited concerning the status of Arabs in Israel, and other data an elaboration of which is not appropriate or possible here, provide the broad outlines of the reality in which Arabs in Israel have their existence, and show the basic nature of the regime and the direction that made possible Israel’s policy toward the Palestinian minority, the latest manifestation of which was the deliberate killing of 13 Palestinian citizens. This is not a temporary situation. It has existed since 1948, and apparently will go on for a great many more years. The situation can change if the State of Israel will take steps to effect essential changes in the fundamental components of its ethnocratic regime and in the status of Palestinians.


The initial response of the government of Israel to what happened [in October 2000], when the government unveiled its dismal plans for dealing with the situation of Palestinian citizens and began holding Jewish-Arab meetings, was intended not as a genuine effort to cope with the reality but rather to paper it over. And then there were the responses of the Arab leadership, in two principle directions: cooperation with steps being taken by the government, on the one hand, or publication of flyers and articles depicting what had happened on the Palestinian side either as a response to Sharon’s attempt to visit Al-Haram A-Sherif or as an identification with the Palestinian struggle to end the occupation. This evinced a clear disinclination on the part of the Arab leadership to mount a discussion of the real cause of the crisis: the conflict between the existence of and the aspirations of Arabs in Israel, and the policies, goals, and intentions of the Jewish state – along with, of course, all the other aspects of the Palestinian problem as a whole.


In the reality described, one which will evidently be with us for a long time to come, the events of the “Al Aqsa Intifada” were not a “passing episode” but rather part of an ongoing series of conflicts arising from a basic disagreement between the state and the Jewish majority on one side, and the Palestinian minority on the other. The creation of a common denominator or at least a mechanism to address such a situation is the crucial and urgent objective to which we must now turn our attention, before we have left it too late for any reasonable hope of a domestic accord of some kind within this state. 
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Notes


� This approach is found among Arab citizens of the state mainly among the Sons of the Village movement, a Marxist movement that supports the establishment of a secular, democratic Palestinian state, on all the territory of Mandatory Palestine. This movement has for many years refused to cooperate with Zionist Jews, contending that all Zionists are the same, busy taking over Arab lands, discriminating against them and dispossessing them of their property in order to further the interests of the Jewish public and the Jewish-Zionist character of the state (see: Ghanem, 1990).


� The means and instruments for recruiting Jews on behalf of the maintenance of firm Zionist values are many and are conveyed via several channels and on various planes: propaganda prior to arrival in Israel; educational means, by making use of the formal and nonformal educational system; communications tools and a continual small daily dose of Zionist values, preference for Jews, etc.; the army as a tool of directed socialization; separation between Jews and natives in the workplace, etc.





� The data is drawn from public opinion surveys of a representative sample of adults over 18 from the Jewish public and the Palestinian Arab public in Israel. The interviews were conducted in person using a closed questionnaire prepared specifically for the survey in question. 





Year�
Jewish sample�
Arab sample�
�
1980�1985�1988�1995�
1267�1205�1209�1200�
1140�1203�1200�1202�
�
The surveys from 1980, 1985 and 1988 were conducted by Prof. Sammy Smooha of the Department of Sociology and Anthropology at the University of Haifa. The 1995 study was conducted by Prof. Sammy Smooha and Dr. As’ad Ghanem of the Department of Political Science at the University of Haifa. My thanks to Prof. Smooha for permitting me to use the data he collected.
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