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A Note on Transliteration

There is no unanimity regarding the best approach to transliteration of Arabic. 
In this book, I sought to balance between academic conventions and accessi-
bility to non-Arabic speakers. Diacritical marks for Hamzah and ‘Ayn are used, 
except for where persons or organizations have a preferred spelling of their 
name in English or are commonly known by a different transliteration (thus, 
Adalah instead of ‘Adalah). Otherwise, when necessary to choose between 
readability and academic conventions, I preferred to err on the side of read-
ability. Meticulous readers may find minor inconsistencies. I hope the choices 
made are worth the benefits that emerge from increasing accessibility. 
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Introduction

Palestinian ethnonational political activism in Israel has increased dramati-
cally in recent decades. Since the early 1990s, numerous ethnically exclusive 
Palestinian Arab political parties and organizations have emerged, making 
ethnic claims on the state. These groups are demanding that the state rec-
ognize the Palestinian Arab Citizens of Israel (PAI) as an indigenous and 
national minority in Israel, that the exclusive Jewish identity of the state be re-
placed with a binational institutional framework, that there be power-sharing 
institutional arrangements, and that the PAI be granted extensive autonomy 
in a variety of cultural and social spheres. These demands, which had been 
only sporadically asserted in the past, have become the centerpiece of PAI 
political activism in the last two decades. 

PAI politics have not always been overtly ethnonationalist. Until the 1970s, 
the PAI minority was described as quiescent.1 In the 1970s and 1980s, the 
minority mobilized mostly through the Communist Party for social equality 
and integration into the state such that the Minorities at Risk Project (MAR) 
classified it as an ethnoclass—a category that reflects an inferior socioeco-
nomic status—rather than as a national minority.2 Although this minority’s 
political expression of nationhood is not an event that occurred suddenly, 
it is only since the 1990s that ethnically exclusive PAI political and social 
organizations have been proliferating, increasingly mobilizing in the name of 
Palestinian nationalism in Israel, and making ethnonational demands on the 
state. What explains these transitions in the characteristics of PAI political 
activism?

The theoretical issues that arise from the transition in PAI mobilization 
strategies are not limited just to this case. Many disadvantaged ethnic mi-
norities live in states dominated by majorities. Their mobilization strategies 
vary, as do the demands they make. Some groups demand the deethniciza-
tion of politics and public space, some embark on an ethnonationalist path, 
and some minority groups do not independently mobilize at all. In many 
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cases, an ethnic group changes its political strategies and demands over time. 
Theoretically, we know surprisingly little about how such a process unfolds. 
What explains variations in the characteristics of minority political mobili-
zation? How and why do the political paths followed by disadvantaged mi-
norities change over time? What conditions are conducive to the emergence 
of minority ethnonational political activism in particular? By analyzing the 
transitions in PAI political activism, this book aims to generate theoretical 
insights into these questions.

In a nutshell, this book argues that transitions in the character and scope 
of PAI mobilization are largely a result of changes in the institutional structure 
of the Israeli state. Growing political fragmentation and state retreat from key 
areas in public life, coupled with continuous lack of state autonomy from the 
Jewish majority, has generated changes in minority mobilization and proved 
conducive to ethnonationalist minority political activism by multiple orga-
nizations claiming to speak on behalf of the minority. The changes in the 
institutional configuration were themselves a product of internal contestation 
within the dominant Jewish majority. 

Conflict, Minority Political Organizations, and Demands

Multiethnic societies are by no means doomed to be plagued by strife. In 
many multiethnic societies around the world, ethnicity is not a politically 
salient factor, and diversity and cosmopolitanism are celebrated. At the same 
time, there can be no doubt that in many cases ethnic heterogeneity has been 
characterized by mistrust, intergroup antipathy, and ethnicity-based nation-
alism and seclusion, particularly in states that are controlled by a dominant 
ethnic group. Whatever the causes of ethnic conflict—and the vast literature 
on the topic is divided on this question3—one issue should be clear: when 
society is deeply divided, both majorities and minorities typically organize 
along ethnic lines and make ethnic claims. 

Studies of ethnic politics tend to conflate ethnic groups with their politi-
cal organizations. Ethnic minority groups (and majorities) never constitute 
similar actors that mobilize cohesively to advance a uniformly agreed-upon 
agenda. Rather, it is ethnically based organizations that engage in political 
activism and claim to speak on behalf of the minority. Thus, more often than 
not, what discussions of minority political mobilization and demands are re-
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ally dealing with is the mobilization of ethnically based organizations that 
claim to represent the ethnic minority and advance its interests. This book 
focuses on ethnically based organizations as primary actors in minority po-
litical activism. 

Societies that are deeply divided along ethnic lines typically produce eth-
nically exclusive organizations such as political parties4 and nonparliamen-
tary ethnic organizations that claim to represent group interests. Because it 
is these organizations that mobilize in the name of the minority, minority 
politics as a whole are defined not by mass sentiments but by the mobiliza-
tion strategies and the types of demands made by minority group political 
organizations. It could conceivably be the case that masses belonging to a mi-
nority group will hold distinct ethnonational sentiments but, lacking politi-
cal organizations, will not mobilize. In such a scenario, there is no minority 
ethnonational politics to speak of. Conversely, there could also be a situation 
in which a dominant political organization (or several leading organizations) 
will advance an ethnonationalist agenda in the absence of strong ethnona-
tional sentiments among many individuals belonging to the minority group. 
Under these circumstances, the minority's main political path is defined as 
ethnonational. Thus, minority political activism refers to the activism of eth-
nically based organizations, minority demands refers to demands made by 
political organizations on behalf of the minority, and minority ethnonational-
ism refers to ethnonationalist claims made by leading organizations in the 
name of the minority. 

Ethnically based organizations can vary along several important dimen-
sions, including not only their ideology and the agenda they promote, but 
also their capabilities, their methods of mobilization, and their level of sup-
port among members of their ethnic group. Furthermore, the organizational 
structure of minority groups varies considerably from case to case and over 
time. In some cases, a single political organization dominates the minority’s 
political activism and makes claims on its behalf (for example, the Move-
ment for Rights and Freedom, MRF, representing the Turkish minority in 
Bulgaria). In other cases, a wide range of political organizations might arise 
to speak in the name of a single minority group (for example, the Coexis-
tentia, the Hungarian Christian Democratic Movement, and the Hungarian 
Civic Party in Slovakia, before they merged into a single party in 1998). In 
some cases, disadvantaged minorities do not form significant political orga-
nizations at all (for example, Russian speakers in Estonia in the early 1990s). 
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The contours of minority organizational structure can have a profound effect 
on the path of minority political activism.

The Palestinian Arab Citizens of Israel 

In 2006 and 2007, several leading Palestinian Arab organizations in Israel 
triggered a fiery public debate when they published a number of proposals 
and position papers that made national claims on behalf of the Palestinian 
Arab citizens of Israel. The Future Vision Documents, as they became known, 
demanded that the state recognize Palestinian refugees’ claims to right of re-
turn to Israel, called for the abolition of the Jewish character of Israel, and 
proposed instead a new binational and power-sharing institutional arrange-
ment alongside a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza.5 One leading 
advocacy group was reported to be considering proposing a single constitu-
tion for a “supranational regime in all of historic Palestine.”6 Prominent public 
figures from the Jewish majority, from the right and the left, responded with 
outrage.7 Meanwhile, the head of the Shin Bet, Israel’s security agency, sent 
a letter to one of the organizations involved, in which he reportedly warned 
that his agency has the authority to curtail political activities aimed against 
the Jewish character of the state and its foundational principles.8

Until the publication of the Future Vision Documents, changing relations 
between the state and the PAI, which constituted close to 20 percent of Is-
rael’s population in 2010, engendered relatively little public debate, because 
the attention of Israeli Jews and the international community at large has 
been focused on the conflict between Israel and the Palestinians in the West 
Bank and Gaza. Although not all politicians and observers have been oblivi-
ous to the rising tensions and expressions of PAI ethnonationalism, the over-
whelming majority of policymakers have preferred to sidestep the question 
of Palestinian nationalism within Israel.9 The vociferous demands made by 
this minority’s leaders, however, constitute a call to stop ignoring the PAI’s 
position as they view themselves as a significant component in the regional 
dispute. 

If Palestinian ethnonationalist political activism in Israel is a relatively 
recent phenomenon, Palestinian marginalization is not. The Palestinian Arab 
citizens of Israel were a subordinate group from the onset. Israel was estab-
lished in 1948 on the foundations of an array of prestate institutions con-
structed by the Zionist movement, which sought to create a national home for 
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the Jewish nation in its perceived historic homeland. Under the reign of the 
British Mandatory state in Palestine, institutions were established in accor-
dance with the values and objectives of the Jewish national movement. These 
goals included encouraging Jewish immigration, acquisition (or redemption) 
of land, the consolidation of a Jewish majority, and ultimately, the attainment 
of Jewish sovereignty. Prestate values, objectives, and dominant forces became 
embedded within the state when many of the Jewish community’s institutions 
transformed into the state apparatus upon independence. Hence, although 
Israel’s Declaration of Independence promised the PAI minority formal ac-
cess to politics through the foundation of democratic procedures, the lack of 
state neutrality left this minority on the margins of the Jewish state.10

The establishment of Israel has been depicted by many scholars as a dev-
astating event for the Palestine Arabs who found themselves inside the terri-
tory of the new Jewish state.11 Having been led to believe by local leaders and 
by leaders of neighboring Arab states that the new Israeli state was maz‘umah
(make-believe/alleged) and ephemeral, they witnessed Arab governments in 
1949 signing armistice agreements with Israel that would end the war, leaving 
approximately 156,000 Palestine Arabs residing within Israel and separated 
from their ethnic kin by the new borders. Over a very short period of time, 
they turned from a majority in the region into a minority within Israel. Not 
only were they isolated from the rest of the Arabs in the Middle East because 
of the Arab-Israeli conflict, but they were also left outside the social bound-
aries of the nation controlling the new state in which they resided. They did 
not share collective values or a historical memory with the dominant Jewish 
community, and they were differentiated from the Jewish majority culturally, 
linguistically, occupationally, and geographically. Whereas the Jewish major-
ity spoke Hebrew, the PAI spoke Arabic. And whereas most of the Jewish 
community resided in urban areas and the Jewish economy was industrial-
izing, the Arabs were mostly rural (although some lived in mixed cities). The 
Jewish majority greeted the new Jewish state with collective joy, but the PAI 
minority labeled Israel’s birth al-Nakba (the catastrophe). 

Despite being marginalized, the PAI did not immediately mobilize. From 
1949 to the end of the 1960s, PAI involvement in Israeli politics was charac-
terized by what Ian Lustick referred to as quiescence, whereby independent 
political activism rarely existed.12 During this period, the PAI were gener-
ally co-opted by the ruling party, Mapa’i, the predecessor of the contempo-
rary Labor Party. Attempts to organize separately from the Jewish political 
forces, when they did take place, were quashed by state authorities, which 
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considered the PAI a security threat and subjected it to a military government 
until 1966.13

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, leaders of the PAI gradually began to 
independently mobilize, although not on an ethnically exclusive basis. With 
some exceptions, most of their political activity was dominated by the Com-
munist Party, Rakah. It defined itself as a bi-national party and called for 
equal distribution of resources based on socialist principles instead of ethnic-
national criteria, such that MAR identified the PAI as an ethnoclass rather 
than as an ethnonation or a national minority.14 At this stage, political ac-
tion sought mostly after an ethnically blind, civic public sphere coupled with 
a strong central state, both of which are compatible with a socialist vision. 
Rakah advocated the integration of the PAI into the redistributive central 
state, even though the party also called for the state to recognize the Arabs 
as a national minority and strong elements of national consciousness were 
gaining salience.15

Ethnonational politics have come to the forefront forcefully in the 1990s. 
The ethnonational turn has been reflected in several ways. First, “there has 
been a steady increase in the tendency to describe the collective identity of 
the Arab population as Palestinian,” and to view this label as standing out 
against the civic identity.16 Additionally, exclusively PAI parties, including 
ADP (Arab Democratic Party), Balad, and Ta’al, have emerged alongside nu-
merous ethnicity-based civil society organizations.17 The Islamic movement 
has also experienced a significant increase in popularity. These PAI politi-
cal forces have been increasingly making demands for a distinct PAI public 
sphere and a constitutionally entrenched recognition of collective rights, bas-
ing their claims on the position that they ought to be recognized as a national 
and indigenous minority dispossessed by more recent settlers from Europe.18

Unlike the communist ideology that sought to construct a unifying civic 
identity and espoused a penetrative central state with redistributive capacity, 
the ethnonational activists demand both state disentanglement from Jewish 
hegemony and state retreat from minority public space, where the PAI can 
build autonomous and exclusive minority national institutions with sole au-
thority over issues pertaining to minority culture, education, and religious 
and social life.19

These are just general patterns, of course. Ethnonationalist political or-
ganizations existed prior to the 1990s, but they were on the political fringes. 
Likewise, contemporary activism is far from unidimensional despite the vis-
ible changes in the broader picture. Notwithstanding deviation from the gen-
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eral patterns, we cannot begin to understand and evaluate the politics of the 
PAI minority unless we see how their organizations and claims have changed 
over time.

The Argument in Brief 

Much of the literature on the PAI stresses the grievances that arise from this 
minority’s subordinate position.20 According to grievance-based accounts, 
political, economic, and social inequality is the main reason for PAI mobi-
lization and demands. To be sure, grievances are undoubtedly necessary for 
mobilization. Without grievances, there would be no reason for anyone to 
be politically active. Yet, the underlying causes of PAI grievances have re-
mained relatively consistent since the 1950s, and this minority’s position in 
Israel was certainly not better when it was quiescent in the 1950s and 1960s. 
Thus, grievances alone cannot explain variation over time in the character 
and scope of PAI political activism, nor the changing demands made by this 
minority’s political organizations.

In contrast to grievance-based arguments, I argue that the increase in vo-
ciferous PAI ethnonational mobilization is a result of changes in the institu-
tional structures of the Israeli state. Specifically, the fragmentation of political 
authority in Israel, coupled with the sustained lack of state autonomy from 
Jewish nationalism, have engendered conditions conducive to ethnonation-
alist minority political activism by multiple organizations claiming to speak 
on behalf of the minority. The Israeli state has seen the cohesion and exten-
siveness of its institutional infrastructure decline considerably over several 
decades, a transformation that increased the opportunities available for mi-
nority mobilization and encouraged multiple organizations to form. At the 
same time, the Jewish majority controlling the state has resisted demands to 
make the state more ethnically neutral, effectively rendering efforts to deeth-
nicize public life futile. 

It should be stressed that the changes in the state’s institutional structure 
were themselves a product of social changes, primarily within the Jewish 
majority. Although the Jewish majority has retained high levels of support 
for maintaining Jewish ownership of the state, it has increasingly become 
internally fractured along other lines. The dominance of early state elites 
declined in the 1970s, and multiple Jewish-based organized forces have 
emerged, challenging each other for power and access to resources. Their 
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ongoing contestation has led to the dispersion of authority and power away 
from the central government to other institutions and social organizations, 
including the judiciary, civil society, and private actors in the economy. Thus, 
the argument advanced in this book stresses the ongoing, dynamic, and mu-
tually transformative state-society interaction. 

This argument can be read in a different way: Changes in PAI political 
mobilization mirror changes in Israeli politics at large. Since Israel’s inde-
pendence, key dimensions of Israeli politics, economy, and society have 
liberalized, but the ethnic character of the state has not. Immediately after 
independence, there was a hegemonic political party, and the state performed 
many economic and social functions. Israel gradually transitioned to more 
competitive politics and a more liberalized economy and social activism. 
Multiple political parties and civil society organizations representing a wide 
spectrum of interests and internal groupings have emerged. Concurrent with 
these transitions, Israeli politics has become more divided and parochial. The 
rise of PAI political activism is part and parcel of this overarching transforma-
tion. As the boundaries of exclusion from the center of politics have remained 
impermeable to the minority, PAI parochialism has taken on a particularly 
ethnonationalist form. 

A Brief Note on Changes in the International Environment

The focus on the interactive effect between state institutions and the actions 
of groups facing those institutions should not be interpreted as aiming to 
downplay the role of international factors. Clearly, any nuanced discussion of 
the factors that shape the dynamic of ethnic conflict must take changes in the 
international environment into account. Scholars have long emphasized the 
role of international organizations and norms in the politics of ethnic con-
flict and state-minority relations.21 The evolution of international regimes has 
encouraged rule-motivated activity that affects relationships not only among 
states but also within states. Most notably, international treaties and declara-
tions have introduced norms about how states—and by extension, dominant 
groups—have to treat minorities residing under their jurisdiction. Global and 
regional treaties and declarations calling for respectful and equal treatment 
of minorities include, but are not limited to, the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights; the International Covenant on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination; the Declaration on the Rights of Persons 
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Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic Minorities; and the 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Although treaties and decla-
rations of this sort are not judicially enforceable, in some circumstances—for 
example, when states wish to be integrated into regional or international or-
ganizations and regarded as advanced democracies—they can influence state 
behavior and provide openings for subordinate group mobilization.22 In the 
words of Will Kymlicka, “States are increasingly monitored and judged for 
how well they comply with these norms, and failure to comply has resulted 
not only in criticism, but also, in some cases, in tangible consequences.”23

However, changes in international norms and in the activities of interna-
tional organizations have not affected all countries to the same degree. Some 
regimes have continued to repress ethnic opponents. In Syria, the Alawi mi-
nority regime continues to use coercive methods to curtail Sunni majority 
politicization, and in Burma, the military junta suppresses Shan and Karen 
opposition irrespective of international criticism. In Turkey, the central gov-
ernment continues to deny collective rights to the Kurds despite pressure 
from the European Union, and even though such pressure has contributed 
to the adoption of minority-friendly policies in other countries that sought 
accession to the EU.24 Changes in the international environment undoubtedly 
play an important role, yet their impact on majority-minority politics is con-
ditioned by state attributes and the preferences and resources of the dominant 
group within the state. Analysis of state-society relations must form the core 
of any comprehensive explanation. In this book, I do not ignore changes in 
the international environment; rather, I provide a systematic analysis of how 
such changes interact with the domestic politics of state-society relations. 

Studying a “Unique Case” 

Academics researching the Israeli-Palestinian conflict know that one will be 
hard pressed to find studies of political issues that stir so many passionate de-
bates and that are animated by such intense normative controversies as those 
relating to Palestinian-Jewish relations. One example is the debate around 
the question of whether PAI transition from quiescence to political activism 
constitutes radicalization or “merely” politicization.25 By now, this debate has 
run its course and is of little relevance. Whether ethnonational and Islamic 
political activism should be labeled radical is primarily a normative question 
that hinges on the analyst’s personal position. 
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An additional loaded question is the label attached to the minority group. 
Israeli state officials have traditionally referred to the minority as Israeli 
Arabs. This label has been rejected by Arab elites because it is perceived to 
denote state superiority over minority identity. Public opinion surveys con-
ducted over the years reveal that the minority itself holds diverse, multiple, 
and frequently changing views about the most appropriate collective label. 
Many attribute utmost significance to the Arab component of their identity. 
Some view themselves as Palestinians, indistinct from the Palestinians in 
the West Bank and Gaza, and hold that their national identity is primary 
to civic association with Israel.26 To a large extent, self-identification labels 
reflect a changing social context and the social meaning of the label.27 Some 
have argued that by adopting the language and labels of the ethnic groups 
under study, scholars are contributing to the reification of ethnic identities.28

Notwithstanding these cautionary criticisms, I have chosen to use the en-
compassing label PAI because it is the label that comes closest to capturing 
all three national and civic dimensions of the minority’s self-perception and 
social context. I use it interchangeably with Arab as shorthand. This choice, 
however, ought not to be read as endorsing the superiority of either ethno-
communal or civic forms of association.

Finally, scholars have also been squabbling over whether the institutional 
arrangement that has been engendered by Israel’s lack of state neutrality 
should be labeled ethnic democracy29 or, alternatively, ethnocracy—a term 
that rejects the classification of Israel as democratic.30 As Alan Dowty astutely 
observed, this dispute is more about labels than substance, as the scholars 
involved agree on the description of Israel’s state institutions and on the ac-
tual substantive position of the non-Jewish minority in Israel.31 Ruth Gavizon 
emphasized that, ultimately, underlying this debate are moral evaluations of 
Israel rather than deep conceptual or theoretical disagreements.32

The main problem involved in normatively motivated analyses of Israel 
and the PAI is that too often, the standards used to evaluate this case are not 
the same standards used to assess other cases and therefore undermine the 
credibility of the analyses. In order to offset this pitfall, it is of utmost impor-
tance that this case be studied through theoretical lenses used to study other 
instances of ethnic politics in deeply divided societies. Studies of Israel have 
often unduly treated Israel as an incomparable, unique case for which gener-
ally available theoretical claims and categories do not apply.33 Concerns about 
state-minority and majority-minority relations, however, are of global rele-
vance, and the lack of theoretical depth and comparative perspective hinders 
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the ability to produce valid inferences. Theoretically informed analysis offers 
a measure of distance between the researcher and the subject of research. In 
this particular instance, theories of ethnic conflict, coupled with theories of 
state-society relations, can contribute to the explanation of changes in PAI 
political strategies by providing useful analytical tools that are employed to 
study similar phenomena in other parts of the world and ensure that this case 
is studied like any other case. 

Studying the PAI in this way has an added benefit. Not only will it in-
crease the potential for arriving at more credible conclusions, but it will also 
enhance the prospects of generating generalizable theoretical insights with 
relevance to other cases of deeply divided societies. Having shifted political 
leanings over the last sixty years, the case of the PAI provides a good op-
portunity for evaluating rival explanations for minority activism proposed 
by competing theories of ethnic conflict. Investigating the identical group 
in the same country at different points in time allows us to attain a relatively 
high degree of what King, Keohane, and Verba refer to as unit homogeneity.34

A single case with diachronic variation provides more than one theoretically 
relevant observation, as is true for a synchronistic comparison of several 
different cases.35 Although the general contexts and circumstances remain 
similar, the variation in outcome is largely explained by changes in particu-
lar conditions over time. Thus, this research approach enables us to examine 
whether the diachronic variation in minority behavior is accompanied by 
changes in what the rival theories identify as the explanatory variables. 

Overview

Political organizations are the actors that mobilize in the name of ethnic 
groups. Existing institutional arrangements influence the modes of political 
activism, organizational structure, and political demands made by organized 
minority political actors. When institutional configurations change, so do the 
opportunities, incentive structures, and capabilities of disadvantaged minori-
ties in ethnically dominated states. In Israel, increasing fragmentation among 
the dominant group led to institutional changes and liberalization in the po-
litical, social, and economic spheres that provided greater opportunities for 
ethnically exclusive minority political mobilization. At the same time, the 
ethnically exclusive character of the state has not changed, thus influencing 
the preferences of the mobilizing organizations. 
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Chapter 1 provides the theoretical foundations for the argument, devel-
ops the causal logic that was introduced in this chapter, and provides an il-
lustrative application of the theoretical framework to the PAI case. Chapter 
2, in the way of background, discusses the origins of the Jewish state and the 
process of Israel’s state formation during the period of British rule in Pales-
tine. It begins by providing a comparative lens for state formation. It then ex-
amines the institutional characteristics of the British Mandatory state, as well 
as Jewish and Arab group characteristics that explain why initial state attri-
butes took the particular form that they did. On these foundations, Chapter 
3 discusses the relative consistence in Israel’s lack of state autonomy and PAI 
grievances over six decades, demonstrating why these factors alone cannot 
explain transitions in scope and character of PAI political activism. 

Chapter 4 discusses the transition of PAI politics from quiescence to in-
dependent mobilization in the self-defined binational Communist Party. The 
discussion elaborates in detail the manifestation of PAI political organization 
and mobilization, and then proceeds to examine changing state attributes in 
order to demonstrate their effect on the political path of the PAI. Chapter 5 
discusses the various contemporary forms and facets of PAI ethnonational 
politics. The chapter highlights changes in group demands and organiza-
tional structure, explaining how the new political actors that have emerged 
contributed to the consolidation of ethnonationalist political activism. Chap-
ter 6 explains the state-society origins of the ethnonational turn. In order to 
make the analysis intelligible, I have attempted to organize the discussion 
along the lines of the framework’s various constituents, even though they are 
interactive and the framework, in its attempt to capture transition, is neces-
sarily dynamic. After examining preference transformation, the discussion 
proceeds to analyze changes in the institutional setting, most conspicuously 
state cohesion and state extensiveness, as well as the societal sources of these 
institutional changes, in order to demonstrate their effect on the consolida-
tion of PAI ethnonational politics. The conclusion ties the empirical study 
to theory, highlighting the general lessons that can be drawn from the case. 
The book ends with a brief note on the policy implications of the analysis for 
majority-minority relations in Israel. 
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Transitions in Minority Political Activism, 

Grievances, and Institutional Configurations

The transformation of PAI political mobilization has been manifested in 
changing demands, as well as in the intensity and the channels through which 
the demands are made. During the first two decades of Israel’s existence, the 
PAI were compliant. Throughout the 1970s and early 1980s, the Communist 
Party, which claimed to be biethnic and to advance an inclusive civic identity, 
was the primary channel for Arab mobilization in Israel. In recent decades, 
ethnically based political organizations have proliferated, making vociferous 
claims against the state in the name of minority nationalism. 

Informed by social inequality and relative deprivation theories, many com-
parative and area studies analysts of minority political activism have stressed 
disparities, differential status, and minority grievances as the underlying cause 
behind ethnic mobilization.1 These approaches have made considerable inroads 
into analyses of the PAI.2 Changes in the demands presented by PAI organiza-
tions, however, have not been accompanied by changes in disparities and griev-
ances. The unequal status of this minority and its negative sentiments toward 
its inferior status long preexisted the proliferation of ethnically based organiza-
tions that advance ethnically defined minority nationalism. 

The transition that the PAI has undergone is largely a result of the in-
stitutional structure of the Israeli state. Profound changes in key domestic 
institutions in Israel, while other institutions have retained their defining 
characteristics, have produced an institutional configuration conducive to 
the politics of parochialism and minority ethnonationalist mobilization. On 
the one hand, Israel has always been characterized by a lack of state autonomy 
from the Jewish majority. Despite minority efforts to disentangle the state 



Chapter 114

from Jewish domination, this trait has remained relatively stable. At the same 
time, the central government’s capacity to coerce the minority into compli-
ance has eroded considerably as a consequence of increasing institutional 
fragmentation and a substantial retreat of the state from many aspects of 
public life. These institutional changes themselves came about as a result of 
factionalism and internal contestation within the dominant Jewish majority.

Indeed, to a large extent Israeli politics, economy, and society have under-
gone a tremendous liberalization process since the 1980s, shifting the balance 
of power away from the central government and toward other institutions and 
organized social forces. At the same time, one key institutional characteristic 
has not liberalized: the formal ownership of the state by the Jewish majority. 
Israel is a state that lacks autonomy from the Jewish majority. It is the impact of 
these institutional contours that largely explains transitions in PAI politics. 

State Autonomy

The term state autonomy has generally been used in political science in refer-
ence to the ability of the state to identify and pursue objectives beyond the de-
mands and interests of organized social groups.3 The extent of state autonomy 
is directly and negatively related to the ability of a dominant group to pen-
etrate into the state apparatus and appropriate the state. State penetration en-
ables the dominant group to influence state practices that affect ethnic power 
relations, status, and access to material and cultural resources from within 
the administrative apparatus. Extents of penetration range from a takeover 
of the state and its thorough subordination to group interests, to enclaves of 
support at some levels of the administration, to alliances with a handful of 
state officials in a single administrative office.4

Extensive penetration will frequently entail more than just having per-
sonnel and government officials of the dominant group occupying influential 
policy-making and policy implementation posts. It can also involve endowing 
the state with norms and ideologies that provide guideposts to state behavior 
that corresponds with group objectives—behavior that, in turn, legitimizes 
practices of uniethnic favoritism. Penetration, therefore, can influence the 
distribution of resources among communities and limit the ability of state 
institutions to formulate and pursue goals that are not simply reflective of 
the interests of the penetrating ethnic group. 

At the extreme end of the continuum, penetration into the state is so deep 
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that the penetrating ethnic group seizes control of the state and becomes so 
dominant that the state barely pursues goals beyond the group’s demands and 
interests. In these situations the dominant group in effect, owns the state. The 
most extreme example is Apartheid South Africa, but there are many cases, 
like Malaysia, Thailand, Slovakia, Serbia, and Estonia where the extent of state 
autonomy from a dominant group has been very low as well. Conversely, in 
situations where the state remains insulated from ethnic forces and sustains 
or gains a large degree of autonomy, it can function as more of an arena for 
mediating and possibly accommodating communal relations, as, for example, 
in contemporary Canada. Most cases rest between these two polar ends, as the 
degree of state autonomy varies from state to state, but states are usually nei-
ther fully autonomous from dominant groups nor totally controlled by them. 

The most important indicators of state autonomy are the ethnic identity 
of the head(s) of state and of the executive (and whether these positions are, 
formally or informally, reserved for a particular group), as well as the ethnic 
identity of the bulk of the personnel in the civil and military bureaucratic ap-
paratuses.5 It is when state officials are guided by a sense of mission on behalf 
of their group, and their position is dependent on serving the group, that state 
autonomy particularly decreases. The more one group has exclusive access to 
these positions of power, and the more government officials see themselves 
as representatives of their ethnic group, the more ethnocentric policies are to 
be expected. Conversely, when the governing echelon does not see itself as 
representing a privileged group, the possibility of resource distribution on the 
basis of nonethnic criteria is greater. 

The norms and ideology embedded within the state also serve to indicate 
the degree of state autonomy. When societal values and norms that hold civic 
and cultural equality in high regard are ingrained in the state’s ideological 
framework, more egalitarian practices are expected. Conversely, when the 
foundational principles of the state and its official ideology identify a core 
group whose interests the state is meant to serve, autonomy is low. The pro-
cess of state formation is of paramount importance here, because during 
this process the foundational principles of the state set the platform for of-
ficial state ideology, which then influences societal hierarchy and practices 
of distribution. As David Brown has observed, “In states with mono-ethnic 
national ideologies, the identity of the nation has come to be closely and ex-
plicitly associated with the values and attributes of the dominant cultural 
group in society.”6 Thus, the official values of the state serve to legitimize 
policies that favor the dominant group. The foundational principles and 
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official ideology of the state, and the designation of formal languages, na-
tional holidays, and educational programs all provide guideposts for identify-
ing to whom the state belongs.

Conspicuous examples of this kind of nonautonomous arrangements exist 
in practically all of the new states that were formed in Eastern Europe since 
1991. Titular ethnic groups own all these states. To paraphrase Brubaker, they 
are “nationalizing” states that promote the interests of dominant majorities 
over minorities.7 The lack of autonomy is manifested in the titular relation-
ship between the majority group and the state, citizenship laws, language laws, 
and appointments in the state apparatus, among other things. For a long time, 
Estonia and Latvia made it extremely difficult for their large Russian minori-
ties to obtain citizenship; Croatia forced out most of its Serbian population 
following a long and violent conflict; Slovakia, Romania, and most other new 
states adopted the language, culture, and symbols of the dominant majorities, 
even if sometimes offering scant protection of minority language. All of the 
new states ensured privileged dominant group access to the state apparatus.8

It is important to stress that autonomy is a dynamic variable. Its extent 
can change over time, frequently as a result of intergroup negotiation and 
contestation. Since the Quiet Revolution of the 1960s, for example, Canada 
has increasingly been shifting toward neutrality. Likewise, Romania and 
Macedonia have allowed increased minority access to politics.9 Frequently, 
the activism of organizations that speak in the name of excluded minorities is 
implicitly focused on the issue of state autonomy. 

In Israel the extent of state autonomy has remained relatively stable over 
the past six decades despite efforts made by PAI political organizations to 
change the situation. The lack of autonomy is manifested in the foundational 
principles of the state and its ideological and normative framework, as well as 
the societal identity of the personnel occupying high office in the central gov-
ernment and the bureaucracy. It translates into uniethnic favoritism in almost 
all policy areas. Israel’s lack of state autonomy has grown out of the process of 
its state formation, an issue discussed in Chapter 2. The persistence of state au-
tonomy and its implications for minority activism is the focus of Chapter 3. 

Minority Demands and Ethnonationalism

It is only to be expected that most members of subordinate minorities in 
nonautonomous states will want to overcome their inferior position. Their 
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responses differ between cases and over time: Russian speakers in Estonia did 
not organize and politicize for a very long time, Turks in Bulgaria mobilized 
primarily through a formally a-ethnic political party that called for deethni-
cization of public life, and Albanians in Macedonia fought a brief civil war to 
achieve a power-sharing arrangement. The experience of the PAI itself dem-
onstrates vividly that a minority can react very differently to institutionalized 
disadvantage in different time periods. 

Minority political activism is carried out by political organizations that 
form to speak in the group’s name. The claims that organized leaders of ethnic 
minorities can make in the name of the minority vary a great deal. At one 
end of the spectrum, they can demand to de-ethnicize public life, essentially 
relegating ethnic identities to the private sphere. At the opposite end of the 
spectrum, ethnocentric organizations characteristically demand to privilege 
their group’s ethnic identity in public life and to draw political boundaries 
around ethnicity. 

Organizations that call for the deethnicization of public life typically de-
mand that distribution of resources will be based on individual citizenship 
and social need rather than on ethnic criteria. They seek not only to make 
the state ethnically neutral, but also to make its policies ethnically blind. 
They may wish to retain their cultural identity but do not assign it political 
significance, thus allowing for political association on the basis of interests 
other than ethnic ones (and they are therefore more likely to organize on a 
multiethnic rather than an ethnically exclusive basis).10 They accept the con-
cept of a plural society in which the state is supposed to be neutral, such 
that all citizens, regardless of their background, are treated as individuals and 
have equal access to economic and political opportunities, although scholars 
doubt whether such neutrality can exist in practice.11

For parochial ethnically based organizations, on the other hand, politics 
revolves around substate communal identities, and these loyalties compete 
with, and in many cases override, civic attachments to the state. Political eth-
nically focused activism is characterized by demands for formal recognition 
of the minority as a separate community, coupled with transfer of political 
and social authority from the state to the ethnic community. Aspiring to 
make the communal boundaries—whether ethnic, linguistic, sectarian, or 
otherwise—congruent with political boundaries and the determining factor 
in distribution of resources, ethnically based organizations aim to disassoci-
ate the minority from other groups, either partially or altogether, by estab-
lishing ethnically exclusive social and political institutions.12
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It should be noted that many hybrid options exist between these two ends, 
and that certain types of collective group rights can be seen as consistent with 
individual freedom and integration. Will Kymlicka, the influential Canadian 
scholar of multiculturalism, has long argued that granting collective group 
rights to a weaker minority can put it “on a more equal footing, by reducing 
the extent to which the smaller group is vulnerable to the larger.”13 In this 
context, ethnic differentiation as a basis for collective group rights can argu-
ably facilitate the integration of individual members of the weaker minority 
group into the larger society, while also allowing them to preserve their cul-
tural identity.

Minority nationalism, when pursued on an exclusive ethnic basis, con-
stitutes one conspicuous form of ethnicity-centered mobilization. Although 
frequently associated with claims to statehood, minority nationalism can be 
manifested in other ways.14 Rogers Brubaker has made the point that “mi-
nority nationalist stances characteristically involve a self-understanding in 
specifically ‘national’ rather than merely ‘ethnic’ terms, a demand for state 
recognition of their distinct ethnocultural nationality, and the assertion of 
certain collective, nationality-based cultural or political rights.”15 What de-
fines minority ethnonationalism is that the claims are made on the basis of 
a distinct ethnically defined national identity. Moreover, such minority na-
tionalism frequently occurs in states that are appropriated by an ethnically 
defined core nation, leaving the minority outside the national boundaries 
embodied by the state. 

Recent PAI ethnonational mobilization fits neatly into this category. Israel 
was established as a Jewish state and has remained ethnonationally exclusive. 
PAI political organizations have been increasingly demanding formal recog-
nition of the Palestinians in Israel as a national minority with collective group 
rights and a degree of autonomy to manage their own affairs. Therefore, al-
though they are not demanding separate statehood, the mobilization of these 
organizations constitutes minority nationalism. 

Such a manifestation of ethnonational political activism is not unique 
to the PAI. Organizations representing indigenous groups in Latin Amer-
ica, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia, as well as political organizations 
claiming to speak on behalf of “homeland minorities” in Central and East-
ern Europe—such as Hungarian parties in Serbia, Romania, and Slovakia, 
or Albanians in Macedonia—make similar claims. They limit their national 
claims to formal recognition of the group as a national minority, coupled with 
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collective rights and some degree of institutional autonomy in the political, 
social, economic, and cultural spheres. 

Transitions

Transitions in minority claims and aspirations have taken place worldwide. In 
India, the self-determination movement of the Tamils in the 1950s and 1960s 
has disappeared from politics, and the Sikh secessionism of the 1980s also 
gave way to accommodation, but Muslim organizations in Kashmir turned to 
separatism in the 1990s.16 In the Balkans, substate nationalism, which seemed 
to have subsided during Josip Tito’s reign, reared its head again toward the 
end of the twentieth century. In the Middle East, the formation of the Kurd-
istan Workers Party (PKK) in Turkey accentuated ethnonationalist demands, 
while Alawi separatism in Syria gave way to integration and eventually po-
litical dominance.17 In Western Europe, organized Republicans in Northern 
Ireland, who previously demanded reunification with Eire, have settled for a 
power-sharing arrangement with Unionists.18

Most studies of minority politics pay little attention to the question of tran-
sition. Furthermore, most accounts of minority political activism to date are 
derivatives of theories of ethnic conflict; as a result, they provide only a partial, 
usually static, picture of the phenomenon of minority political activism, typi-
cally at the point of conflict. Despite these shortcomings, these theories provide 
a useful starting point for evaluating causes of organized minority activism.

Grievances

Many scholars, observers, and activists point to inequalities and ensu-
ing grievances as a primary cause of minority mobilization. Within the 
grievance-based approach, some look at social and economic inequalities, 
while others stress the social psychology dimension of collective sentiments 
of relative deprivations.19

Theories that view socioeconomic marginalization as the key explanatory 
variable have adopted Ted Robert Gurr’s premise that “collective disadvan-
tages are the root cause of ethnopolitical action.”20 Unequal distribution of 
resources and the material inequalities between the majority and minority 
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groups in Israel have been a persistent undercurrent in the literature on the 
PAI, and there have been many informative studies that have documented 
unequal distribution of resources and discrimination in numerous spheres, 
including education, budgets of local authorities, and economic develop-
ment.21 Some of the scholarship on the PAI draws implicitly or explicitly on 
the inequality model, locating the origins of PAI politicization in socioeco-
nomic disparities. From this perspective, the Jewish state has failed to provide 
economic growth, social equality, and full political rights to its Arab citizens. 
The PAI express their real-world grievances by turning to ethnonationalist 
politics and Islamism.

The inequality explanation is not wrong, but a comparative perspec-
tive demonstrates that it is insufficient. After testing a number of theories 
that deal with the relationship between economic grievances and conflict, 
Mark Lichbach found that no clear relationship exists. He concluded that 
“economic inequality may either have positive, negative, or no impact on 
dissent.”22 There have been many instances in which disadvantaged groups 
living under dire economic conditions have not mobilized; examples include 
the Armenians, the Baluchis in Iran, the Shi’ites in Iraq until the 1990s, the 
Roma people in Europe, and the Copts in Egypt. The case of the Copts is 
particularly enlightening, because the status of this group has deteriorated 
considerably from the days of the Monarchy. In Eastern Europe, too, the level 
of economic development has been found to not correspond with ethnona-
tionalist mobilization.23

In Israel, too, no direct correlation exists—and therefore causation cannot 
be inferred—between the extent of real inequality, on the one hand, and the 
extent of politicization and the types of demands made by organizations of 
the disadvantaged minority on the other. At a time when politicization has 
taken a turn toward ethnonationalism, there have been changes for the better 
in many spheres, as As’ad Ghanem has noted, although discrimination and 
serious social gaps persist.24 According to data from the Israel Central Bureau 
of Statistics, gaps in key indicators such as infant mortality rates, levels of 
education, and life expectancy have either narrowed or remained the same 
since the 1950s.25 Arabs have increasingly joined the labor market; they bene-
fit from more freedom of press, movement, and association than in the 1950s, 
1960s, and 1970s; and a small number of Arab elites have been appointed into 
the senior level of the state apparatus, including the Supreme Court, Foreign 
Ministry, and Ministry of Interior.26

Another version of the inequality explanation focuses not on socioeco-



Transitions in Activism, Grievances, and Configurations 21

nomic disparities but on political exclusion. According to this version, it is 
the lack of state autonomy that drives political action. Here, too, there is no 
correlation between transitions in political activism and the extent of state 
autonomy. The relative consistence of state autonomy over six decades is dis-
cussed in depth in Chapter 3. The chapter reveals that while exclusive Jewish 
ownership of the state has been a source of grief for the excluded PAI, the 
situation was not better when the minority was quiescent.

Ultimately, the inequality model can point to the source of grievance, 
but it alone does not provide an explanation for the evolution of PAI politics 
from quiescence in the 1950s to ethnonationalism advanced by numerous 
ethnically based organizations in the 2000s. What is required, therefore, is an 
explanation of the conditions under which inequality translates into political 
mobilization in general and ethnonational politics in particular. 

The social psychology approach shifts the focus from objective material 
indicators of inequality to intergroup comparisons. Studies applying this ap-
proach have found that sentiments of collective injustice and deprivation can 
arise when members of a group perceive that their group has less than it de-
serves compared to other groups in its environment or even compared to pre-
vious experiences.27 These studies argue that this perception occurs because 
humans have a basic need for self-esteem while self-evaluation relies heavily 
on comparisons of one’s own attributes with those of others, regardless of 
whether the differences are real or imagined. The perceived status of a group 
influences the self-esteem of individual members of that group. The absolute 
value of the group’s condition, although important, is less significant than the 
perception of the members of how their group stands relative to others. Ac-
cording to this approach, it is this perception that drives efforts to improve 
the status of the group.28

Several studies of the PAI draw explicitly or implicitly upon the social 
psychological model.29 Noting that the PAI overwhelmingly view the Jewish 
majority as their reference group for self-evaluation, opinion surveys of the 
PAI population conducted from the late 1960s through to the 1990s consis-
tently reveal widespread perceptions of relative deprivation.30 For example, 
a 1967 survey, conducted by Yochanan Peres, found that between 50 and 60 
percent of the Arabs in Israel felt they made less progress in various social 
and economic spheres than the Palestinians in the West Bank. Only 37 per-
cent of respondents said they felt more at home in Israel than they would in 
an Arab country; the majority expressed preference for living in one of the 
neighboring Arab states.31 A survey conducted by Sammy Smooha and pub-
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lished in 1989 found that a comparable rate of respondents, 35.7 percent, felt 
more at home in Israel than in an Arab state.32 Similarly, a survey by Smooha 
in 1976, when the Communist Party was the dominant organization speaking 
on behalf of the minority, found that 64.3 percent of the PAI assessed their 
socioeconomic situation in comparison to Israeli Jews and that almost 61 
percent found those gaps to be considerable (only about 20 percent assessed 
their socioeconomic development in comparison to Arabs in other countries 
or to Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza).33 A survey conducted by As’ad 
Ghanem and Sarah Ozacky-Lazar almost twenty years later found that a simi-
lar proportion of the PAI continued to believe that the socioeconomic gaps 
between the two communities were large,34 even though according to several 
key social indicators the situation of the PAI was much better than that of 
their co-Arab nationals elsewhere in the Middle East.35

Thus, Arab sentiments of relative deprivation within Israel have always 
been widespread and undoubtedly fuel a desire for change. Ultimately, per-
ceptions of deprivation and marginalization of equal intensity have preexisted 
the ethnonational turn and have not shifted considerably in conjunction 
with changes in minority political mobilization. Given that minority group 
perception of its status has remained relatively steady, additional factors are 
needed to explain the mechanisms that connect grievances with diverging 
forms of political activism.

Leaders

Indeed, prominent theorists of contentious politics and social movements 
have already recognized that “grievances alone cannot explain mobiliza-
tion.”36 Some have argued that the transition from sentiments of deprivation 
to political activism is contingent upon a resourceful leadership apparatus 
that can serve as a mobilizing agent.37 Leaders are necessary to organize and 
mobilize movements. 

The precise role played by leaders in ethnonationalist mobilization has 
been the subject of intense debate in the scholarship on the politics of nation-
alism and ethnicity. Not all scholars agree that what motivates group leaders 
is a genuine commitment to the welfare of their group. Many scholars argue 
that elites work to politicize and ethnonationalize groups in order to advance 
their own narrow interests.38 Self-interested elites, sometimes referred to as 
political entrepreneurs, can derive political and economic benefits from their 
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status as community leaders and therefore deliberately work to increase the 
political salience of ethnicity. 

Leadership-focused theories have made important inroads into the study 
of the PAI as scholars have examined the impact of leadership on group mo-
bilization.39 Directing attention to leadership styles and elite behavior is un-
doubtedly an important contribution of this approach, even if the premise of 
elite self-utility maximization is not accepted wholesale. Political organiza-
tions require leaders to form and guide them. Leaders are needed to formu-
late an agenda, decide on a course of action, provide direction, and articulate 
demands on behalf of the organization.

The theoretical formulations of elite-centric approaches, however, some-
what overstate the power of leaders. As political scientists have noted else-
where, political outcomes are never a direct product of elite design.40 In most 
cases, elites face social and political constraints that bind the political paths 
available to them. In Burundi, for example, the Tutsi elite found that its in-
tention to depoliticize differentiated Tutsi and Hutu identities by molding an 
overarching Burundi identity in the early 1990s was overwhelmingly rejected 
by members of both the Tutsi and Hutu groups. Memories of ethnic hatred 
prevented the accommodationist program of the Tutsi elite from materializ-
ing.41 Likewise, attempts by state elites in Turkey to impose a new identity on 
the Kurds resulted not in commonality but in a protracted conflict. In short, 
ethnic politics cannot be understood as the simple intended outcome of elite 
policies.

More significantly, the approach does not provide tools for explaining 
variation in elite preferences and transformation in the organizational struc-
ture and political demands of the minority. A description of PAI elite behav-
ior alone does not explain why PAI leaders organized in a binational party, 
the Communist Party, and advanced a class-based ideology in the 1970s and 
why ethnically based political parties and NGOs have been proliferating and 
promoting an ethnonationalist agenda more recently. 

Institutional Frameworks

In contrast to grievance-based approaches, leadership-focused theories, and 
other ethnic group-level theories, which have typically treated ethnic groups 
as if they were “acting on the state only from the outside,”42 and inspired by 
renewed intellectual interest in the state in the field of comparative politics 



Chapter 124

at large, students of ethnic politics began to “bring the state back in” to the 
analysis of ethnic conflict in the 1990s.43 The state became the primary vari-
able for explaining social change and ethnic politics. The resurgent literature 
on New Institutionalism in comparative politics provided the basic frame-
work for integrating this new research agenda.44 This shift was of tremendous 
significance to the evolution of ethnic politics studies, as the new approach 
provided an analytical framework for investigating the impact of previously 
overlooked variables such as institutional settings, state structures, and re-
gime characteristics.45

Rogers Brubaker, whose work on nationalism in Eastern Europe has been 
at the forefront of this scholarly change of focus, has advanced the notion 
that ethnonations are not substantive entities, but a manufactured product 
of institutional characteristics. According to this view, institutional practices 
establish the parameters of self-identity. The origins of ethnonational politi-
cal activism, therefore, are also to be found in institutions and state attributes, 
and they cannot be understood as an outcome of real group grievances or 
deep collective sentiments, given that groups are not real entities.46

Applied to the case of the PAI, the analytical framework advanced by 
Brubaker would suggest that members of the PAI group have only come to 
conceive of themselves as such and to mobilize because of the Israeli state 
structure, regime type, and government policies. The claim that institutional 
definitions constitute categories of identities is not utterly unreasonable in 
this case. In the pre-Israel period, the Arab-speaking population residing 
in British-governed Palestine was identified as the Palestine Arabs. In the 
aftermath of the establishment of Israel, their identity gained a new Israeli-
civic dimension as they became Arab citizens of Israel, distinct from Palestine 
Arabs outside Israel. At the same time, the state was defined as a Jewish state, 
and its policies formally distinguished between Jews and Arabs, thus reinforc-
ing the distinct communal identity of the Arabs as a minority in Israel.47 The 
extension of Israeli rule to the West Bank and Gaza and the incorporation of 
a large Palestinian population that struggled for national self-determination 
heightened the Palestinian consciousness of the Arabs in Israel.48 In short, 
changes in institutional boundaries influenced the minority.

This interpretation, however, has its limits. Most notably, it conceives of 
the state as socially separated and elevated from society, and of regime poli-
cies as devised in a social vacuum. And yet, state institutions are embedded 
in, and shaped by, a social context. The Israeli state took on a Jewish character 
precisely because it was constructed by a preexisting Jewish national move-
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ment. Distinct Jewish and Arab national movements in Palestine had existed 
in Palestine under British rule before the creation of the State of Israel. And 
when the British Mandatory government suggested building unified institu-
tions for all residents of Palestine, their proposal was rejected outright by 
the Palestine Arab leadership.49 To suggest that the state engendered distinct 
Jewish and Palestinian Arab identities in Israel, therefore, is to get things 
backward, even though state policies, once established, certainly reinforced 
differentiation and contributed to the ongoing reconstitution of the groups.

Other scholars within the New Institutionalist tradition of ethnic conflict 
studies have been less inclined to conceptualize institutions as a primarily 
constitutive variable. Instead, they view institutions as conduits for prefer-
ences and investigate the impact of institutional characteristics on the oppor-
tunities groups have for political action. For example, some have argued that 
the consolidation of state authority in France and the integration of a central-
ized republic following the French Revolution provided an institutional con-
text that was less conducive to Basque ethnonational mobilization in France 
than the situation in Spain, where fueros (charters) had for centuries provided 
the Spanish Basques with relative autonomy and thus with more opportuni-
ties for mobilization during the nineteenth-century civil war. Unlike France, 
the Spanish state did not possess an extensive range of institutions over its 
territory, a circumstance that hindered its capacity to control the minority.50

The advantage of this more qualified version of the institution-centric 
perspective is that it can reveal the opportunities and incentive structures for 
mobilizing actors. Particular institutional configurations could provide op-
portunities for political action and encourage certain types of organizations 
to form. Some institutions are said to encourage centripetalism.51 Conversely, 
certain institutional frameworks provide incentives for multiple ethnically 
based political parties to form, generating internal competition, which in turn 
often engenders an outbidding dynamic whereby each of the parties tries to 
build up its credentials as the one most loyal to the group and best suited to 
advance group interests.

State Cohesion and Extensiveness

Ultimately, we need to identify which particular institutional attributes are 
conducive to changes in minorities’ reactions to lack of state autonomy. The 
key variables that explain changes in minority political organization and 
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demands are state extensiveness and cohesion, qualities that affect the extent 
to which power is centralized in the hands of the central government. In a 
nutshell, the more extensive and cohesive the range of state institutions, 
the greater the capacity of the central government to establish hegemonic 
control in the territory under its jurisdiction, minimize dissent, and gain 
compliance from the minority. Conversely, in fragmented and narrow poli-
ties, power is more dispersed horizontally among various state agencies and 
vertically among state institutions and other groups in society. This dispersal 
of power provides more opportunities for minority organizations to form and 
to mount resistance. 

State extensiveness refers to the variable range of social and territorial 
space occupied by the institutional infrastructure that constitutes the state. 
The range of institutions associated with a comprehensive state includes, 
among other things, armed law enforcement agencies, a military, a citizenship 
regime, a standardized education system, an elaborate and centralized bu-
reaucracy, a comprehensive legal system, and a national communication sys-
tem. Thus, when the state possesses a monopoly over the use of armed forces, 
the education system, and the communication systems, and its branches are 
able to reach all parts of society, its extensiveness is high. The more elaborate 
the range of state institutions, the more present they are across the territory; 
and the more they monopolize activity in their sphere of authority, the easier 
it will be for the central government to establish its hegemony, advance its 
preferences, and limit the opportunities for ethnic minorities to challenge 
that authority. On the other hand, powerful private actors in the economy, a 
robust civil society, independent parallel education and communication sys-
tems, and only limited presence of armed security forces can confine central 
government outreach and provide public space for ethnic minorities to estab-
lish political organizations that promote minority objectives. 

State cohesion refers to the extent to which the polity in question behaves 
as an integrated and unified entity. Probing why state leaders have met with 
varying degrees of success in their attempts to control challengers to their 
authority, Joel Migdal has argued that not all states possess the same degree 
of cohesion.52 A high degree of cohesion is vital for centralized control. The 
extent of cohesion will depend on the level of synchronization between the 
various arms of the state and among decision makers. When the integrated 
parts of a polity operate with a relatively high degree of harmony, the policy 
preferences of the central government can be more readily advanced. Con-
versely, uncoordinated state institutions and fragmented decision-making 
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and implementation processes yield decentralization of power, thus hinder-
ing the ability of the central government to determine outcome even if state 
institutions are extensively present across the territory. To put it succinctly, 
decentralization engenders mechanisms that check regime capacity.

Thus, the variable range of combinations of state traits influences minor-
ity political strategies by setting constraints and providing opportunities for 
diverse forms of activism. In a nonautonomous state, a central government 
that gains the capacity to control societal challengers through an extensive 
and cohesive array of state institutions, most notably armed law-enforcement 
agencies, has better prospects of coercing minorities into submission.53 Israel 
of the 1950s and 1960s is an example of a nonautonomous state, deeply pene-
trated by the Zionist movement, in which the Mapa’i-controlled government 
had the capacity to both redistribute resources favoring the dominant group 
and enforce its policies by controlling the disadvantaged minority through a 
military administration. Authoritarian regimes with extensive security ap-
paratuses in Saddam Husayn's Iraq, Syria, Malaysia, and elsewhere have also 
exhibited repressive capacity to penalize challengers to the structures of eth-
nic domination.54

Conversely, the lower the degree of state extensiveness and cohesion, the 
less power is concentrated in the hands of the central government and the 
less capacity it possesses to control societal challengers. Under these condi-
tions, there are more opportunities for minority organizations to form and 
mount bold and fierce contestation. When the state is controlled by a domi-
nant group but the central government has difficulties containing the activ-
ism of the politically disadvantaged group, there are incentives for embarking 
on strident, if not violent, attempts to disentangle the state from the grasp of 
the ruling ethnic group and for ethnonationalist mobilization. Hutu rebellion 
against Tutsi control of the state in Burundi serves as a conspicuous example 
of a protracted violent minority campaign in a weak institutional setting. 

In an ethnically dominated state, an institutional balance in which politi-
cal fragmentation and state withdrawal from public space infringe on central 
government capacity to control the minority—but not to the extent that the 
dominant group is forced to renegotiate its dominant position, despite orga-
nized minority opposition—is conducive to the formation of minority po-
litical organizations that champion minority nationalism and make assertive 
ethnic demands on the state.

This is the story of Israel and its Palestinian Arab minority. A considerable 
decline in the degree of institutional cohesion and extensiveness, manifested 
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in (among other things) the rise of niche clientele parties, the dispersion of 
authority from the central government and empowerment of the courts, the 
rise of civil society and changing state-society balance of power, and state 
retreat from the economy and the social sphere, have reduced the central gov-
ernment’s capacity to control how the minority organizes. The electoral rules 
not only provide incentives for political parties to cater to particularistic in-
terests rather than to form multiethnic alliances, but also encourage multiple 
parties to compete for the support of their niche clientele, thus generating an 
outbidding dynamic. Likewise, the retreat of the state from social spheres, 
combined with the empowerment of the court, have provided opportunities 
for multiple NGOs to form and to litigate on collective rights issues.

State-Society Relations

Minority political activism is largely influenced by institutional configura-
tions. Transitions in the patterns of minority political activism entail insti-
tutional change. Understanding transitions in minority political activism, 
therefore, requires some understanding of institutional change. 

In the field of comparative politics at large, institutional change has fre-
quently been attributed to the actions of interested social actors.55 Scholars 
such as Theda Skocpol, whose work alone and with Peter Evans and Dietrich 
Rueschmeyer is usually regarded as having pioneered state-centric theory,56

studied the reciprocal effects of state and society.57 Similarly, Migdal, Kohli, 
and Shue adopted a differentiated view of the state and insisted that state and 
society mutually shape one another through their ongoing interaction.58 They 
labeled this dynamic state-in-society.

The institutionalist scholarship on ethnic politics has generally not shown 
much interest in understanding causes of institutional change or incorpo-
rating societal variables. The image of the state as a singular entity that is 
elevated from society and is capable of dictating outcome has by and large 
persisted. As a result, the reciprocal impact of ethnic groups and institutions 
has remained theoretically underdeveloped.

The explanation of transitions in PAI political activism requires going 
beyond the conventional, and somewhat sterile, institutionalist frameworks. 
Institutional structures affect and reflect. Not only do state attributes influ-
ence societal interactions and group behavior, but they are also shaped and 
transformed by societal forces. Understanding institutional configurations as 
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an outcome of societal context helps to explain how institutional change can 
be conducive to transition in minority political activism. 

According to the approach advanced here, the state is not elevated from 
society and is analyzed as a differentiated entity. A dynamic and mutually 
constitutive relationship exists between states and society.59 Simply phrased, 
state institutions may very well have an important impact on ethnic commu-
nities; yet ethnically based and other organizations often play an important 
role in the initial process of state formation and act as agents of institutional 
change. State institutions undoubtedly play a central role in defining com-
munal boundaries, determining access to resources and power, and shap-
ing opportunities for societal action. At the same time, state institutions are 
subject to transformation as a result of societal pressures. The deliberate and 
nondeliberate actions of ethnic groups and other societal actors can modify 
and reconstitute the institutional setting. In many cases, state institutions are 
a product of conflicting interests and power struggles, and often a reflection 
of structures of domination. In divided societies, organized groups engage in 
negotiation and renegotiation of institutional structures that define boundar-
ies of exclusion and determine distribution of power and resources in a way 
that advances their interests, increases their access to opportunities, and en-
ables them to influence rule-making.60

To be sure, advancing the notion that state institutions are not elevated 
from society but are rather embedded within a societal context and com-
munal power relations should not lead us to discard the constraining power 
of the state wholesale. A well-institutionalized state, even if nonautonomous, 
possesses what Michael Mann has termed infrastructural power in the form 
of a centralized organization, a regulated education system, expansive law 
enforcement agencies, a standardized judicial system, and other agencies that 
provide the state with vital influence on access and distribution of material 
and cultural resources in the territory under its jurisdiction, and with co-
ercive means to enforce its rules, even if these rules are contested by rival 
ethnic groups.61 It should not be forgotten that, as Migdal has argued, states, 
particularly younger ones, differ in their attributes and in their capabilities to 
implement their policy choices.62 It is in this context that the degree of state 
cohesion and extensiveness matter.

How precisely society influences institutional frameworks in general 
is a debated question. Pioneering scholarship on this question in political 
economy posits that in the first place, institutions are humanly devised.63 This 
claim brings us back to the question of state formation. Understanding how 
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and why a state possesses certain characteristics—for example, lack of state 
autonomy—requires us to examine the process of state formation and the 
societal interactions and ethnic relations that existed before and during this 
process. This is the main theme of Chapter 2. 

Once institutions are devised, organizations might pursue change in order 
to advance their interests, but, according to North, path dependence typically 
enables them to make only incremental changes.64 Others have pointed out 
that critical junctures provide opportunities for excluded minorities to rene-
gotiate the boundaries of social and political exclusion and achieve a more 
monumental institutional change.65 Major changes are sometimes brought 
about violently. In Lebanon and Nigeria, for example, changes in levels of 
state autonomy from a dominant group, a decline in the extensiveness of the 
central state, and institutional fragmentation and decentralization have come 
about as a result of intergroup segmentation and violent contestations over 
power and authority. In both these countries, previously marginalized Mus-
lim sects felt that the makeup of state institutions disadvantaged them, and 
they fought to renegotiate their positions. 

In a state dominated by one ethnic group, institutional fragmentation 
can also arise from fractures within the dominant group. Even when the ad-
vantaged group is relatively unified in support of maintaining its privileged 
position, regime cohesion and extensiveness can be undermined when mul-
tiple internal actors challenge each other for political power. In the absence 
of an internal hegemonic subgroup within the privileged ethnic group, on-
going negotiations of governing institutional structures among rival actors 
affiliated with the dominant ethnic group mold the overarching structures 
of domination. Such negotiations therefore alter, if unintentionally, the con-
straints faced by the disadvantaged minority. Internal disputes between con-
testing subgroups can result in decentralization of state authority, whereby 
local levels of government gain more authority on local matters, the judiciary 
is empowered to act as an arbitrator, or civil society associations emerge.66

Such transformations check the power of the central government and thus 
constrain its capacity to regulate minorities, changing in turn the opportunity 
structures faced by the minority.

When pinpointing the significance of opportunities, constraints, and or-
ganizations, it is important to avoid falling into the trap of depicting processes 
as inevitabilities and to resurrect the significance of leadership. Comparative 
research reveals that similar institutional conditions can yield variable out-
comes. Several studies have noted instances in which institutional conditions 
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conducive to political activism did not generate politicization, because of lack 
of resources or the absence of leadership with organizational skills who could 
take advantage of emerging opportunities and establish visible and effective 
political organizations.67

Thus, mobilization is contingent on mobilizing agent-leaders.68 Strong, 
resourceful, and visionary leaders make the difference between activism 
and passivity. The formation of a successful political organization, gaining 
support, building alliances, transforming traditional political relationships, 
utilizing resources, and identifying (or creating) opportunities all hinge on 
the qualities of leadership. We should not presume that the institutional set-
ting fully explains the choices of political agents. Institutional arrangements 
sometimes allow for flexible responses, providing political elites with space to 
politically maneuver and make choices. The vision and preferences of leaders 
matter for the outcome. Leaders with liberal, universalistic visions, such as 
Martin Luther King, Jr., may choose to mobilize for integration. Others, like 
Malcolm X, might prefer to follow the path of segregation and distance their 
group from the majority group. Obviously, outcomes are seldom precisely the 
result of leaders’ intentions.69 However, strong leaders are able to direct the 
path of minority political activism.

I postulate that leaders act rationally, in at least some minimal sense, and 
that the choices they make are at least moderately based on their evaluation 
of the environment in which they operate. This does not mean that I con-
ceive of political elites as actors who are continuously engaged in devising 
grand strategies for ethnic empowerment. Few group leaders engage in care-
ful, overt calculations of costs and benefits. Nor should it be expected that 
opportunities identified by outside observers would always be interpreted in 
the same way by those involved (indeed, it is not unusual for outsiders to 
point to opportunities missed by insiders). And yet, it is reasonable to assume 
that, by and large, leaders are goal oriented and will try to pursue a path they 
believe is feasible and will yield a desirable outcome. Goal-oriented leaders 
who initially demonstrate a preference toward a particular end may very well 
adapt their preferences through what Jon Elster has termed adaptive prefer-
ence formation, if they detect that a previously desired goal is unattainable 
or if changes in the institutional environment make an alternative objective 
more accessible.70

It is important to keep in mind that multiple leadership actors frequently 
pursue multiple goals at any given moment, and they have to trade off differ-
ent values and preferences against each other. Sometimes, leaders of political 
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organizations who are engaged in interethnic politics are also simultaneously 
facing intragroup competition from other organizations for political power 
and the authority to represent their community in the conflict. This intra-
group competition often engenders an outbidding race in which leaders try 
to demonstrate to potential followers that the organization that they head is 
the most loyal to group interests and is best suited to represent them.71 The 
multiple dimensions of leaders’ interaction, therefore, can sometimes result 
in instantaneous tactical decisions with little consideration of the eventual 
sequence of events, but these decisions do influence the overall outcome of 
minority political activism and demands. 

An Illustrative Application 
of the Theoretical Approach to the PAI Case

In the 1950s and 1960s, the PAI were relatively compliant. The Israeli state 
lacked autonomy from the Jewish national movement, which established Is-
rael as a Jewish state with the purpose of serving the Jewish nation. Political 
authority was highly centralized in a relatively cohesive core, and the regime’s 
outreach was extensive, enabling easy control of the minority. Until 1966, the 
PAI were subjected to a military regime that severely restricted their mobility 
and their ability to be politically active. The politics of Israel were dominated 
by the precursor of the Labor Party, the Mapa’i Party, which exercised vast 
control over the economy, social services, an elaborate bureaucracy, and the 
communication and education systems.72 Mapa’i exploited PAI vulnerabil-
ity following the 1947–1949 Arab-Israeli war, as well as its own capacity to 
mobilize state resources, to establish extensive patron-client networks with 
the PAI. The social organization of the Arab population around the extended 
family, the hamula, coupled with the absence of any significant challenge to 
Mapa’i’s rule and of competing patrons, made it easier for Mapa’i to ensure 
compliance from those seeking access to opportunities that would alleviate 
their vulnerability. The social organization of the PAI also made it possible for 
the regime to fragment the PAI elite into factions that were unable to present 
a united front because of competition for patronage. 

Independent minority mobilization took off in the late 1960s. Rakah, the 
Communist Party, was the primary mobilizing agent of the minority group, 
winning between one third and one half of the PAI vote in general elections 
in the 1970s and 1980s. Rakah—which rejected Zionism, espoused the estab-
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lishment of a socialist regime in Israel, demanded egalitarian redistribution 
of resources, and advocated the integration of the PAI into the redistributive 
central state—was attractive to PAI voters.73

Conditions favorable to PAI independent mobilization were created by a 
combination of factors: shifts in state outreach, fragmentation of authority, 
and the beginning of an incremental trend of decentralization of power in Is-
raeli politics, along with changes in the territorial boundaries of the state fol-
lowing the 1967 war and renewed contact with Palestinians in the West Bank 
and Gaza. First, the abolition of the Military Administration significantly 
reduced the state’s coercive presence in Arab populated territories, thus lim-
iting state capacity to control minority activism. Important changes in the 
patterns of authority were expressed by, among other things, the decline of 
Labor hegemony in the 1970s and the evolution of genuinely competitive 
politics, and the emergence of a more vibrant civil society. In addition, the 
increased independence of the electronic media provided opportunities for 
contestation over rule-making. Furthermore, the political significance of the 
hamula declined, and the role of intermediary patrons was undermined as a 
result of an enhanced modernization process. The accumulation of modern-
ization, decline in Labor hegemony, and reduced PAI vulnerability following 
the demise of the Military Administration led to the collapse of the patron-
client networks. 

The Communist Party was the greatest beneficiary of these institutional 
and societal changes. It was the only anti-Zionist party that incorporated 
Arabs in its ranks and that was allowed to operate in the early days of the state 
(largely because until 1965, the party was dominated by Jews). The Commu-
nists largely benefited from being the only established political organization 
available to the PAI when political space became available for the PAI to mo-
bilize, and their ideological vision determined the minority’s political path. 

The ethnonationalist phase has been enabled by the persistence of lack 
of state autonomy from the majority, combined with the accelerating decline 
in state extensiveness and cohesion and considerable liberalization in Israel. 
On the one hand, the PAI minority has grown increasingly frustrated by its 
continued marginalization and inability to integrate into Israel, such that sen-
timents of counter-rejection have arisen and an adaptive preference process 
of sorts has taken place.74 On the other hand, the liberalization of important 
social, economic, and political institutions further weakened the central state 
and created opportunity space for bolder minority demands that challenge 
the ideological framework and foundational principles of the state. 
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Majority segmentation has played a major role in the dispersion of power 
away from the central government. Although Israel has always had a mul-
tiparty system, fragmentation became acute in the 1990s. The composition 
of the Israeli legislature, the Knesset, had changed considerably during the 
ensuing period, with the decline of the large ideologically based parties and 
the proliferation and growth of single-issue and parochial parties represent-
ing immigrants, retirees, secularists, settlers, and additional religious parties, 
as well as other interest groups. The number of PAI parties has also grown 
considerably. A new electoral system introduced before the 1996 elections 
has intensified the fragmentation of the political party system by providing 
incentives for small parties, including PAI parties, to appeal to parochial in-
terests.75 Moreover, the existence of multiple parties appealing to the same 
pool of voters has created internal competition that encouraged parties to 
harden their positions. At the same time, these patterns of political activism 
are consistent with the overall patterns of political organization and mobiliza-
tion in Israel as a whole.

Moreover, segmentation has led to the empowerment of the judiciary vis-
à-vis the legislature and the executive.76 Whereas the Knesset has tradition-
ally been the locus of authority, the 1990s saw authority disperse horizontally 
between state institutions, with the courts playing an increasingly central role 
in resolving societal and political disputes. The decline in the ability of the po-
larized legislature and executive to resolve contentious issues led many social 
groups to turn to the courts, and this development itself led to the refocusing 
of political mobilization in Israel. The access of subaltern groups—including 
women, reform and conservative Jews, and immigrant groups—to the courts 
has enabled the judiciary to bring to the forefront alternative values and prac-
tices that take into consideration the interests of marginalized groups. Arab 
NGOs have been able to utilize this avenue to challenge the regime’s resource 
allocation policies and make demands on behalf of the PAI collective. On 
this front, too, the PAI method of political mobilization mirrors the overall 
patterns in Israel.

Vertical dispersion of authority was also consequential for limiting state 
outreach, with Jewish society increasingly becoming critical of top-down 
power relations and demanding more accountability and limitations to state 
intervention in social life. First, additional media reforms, along with the 
emergence of commercial electronic media and cable television, provided 
more avenues to contest central government practices. In addition, Jewish civil 
society associations began to emerge in the 1970s and solidified throughout 
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the 1980s and 1990s with organizations like the Movement for the Quality of 
Government, the Israel Democracy Institute, the Association for Civil Rights 
in Israel, and many others scrutinizing government policies and working to 
limit the ability of the state to penetrate society and impose its preferences at 
will. Space carved out by these associations has provided opportunities for 
PAI associational activism that also demands limitations to state outreach.

State retreat from the economy and the privatization of state and quasi-
state enterprises has been yet another very important prong of the dispersal 
of power.77 As the state’s redistributive capacity has been decreasing over the 
years, PAI access to social services has been reduced. Most significantly, the 
Islamists have been able to carve out space for an ethnically exclusive parallel 
sector that provides social and economic services in lieu of the state. Such 
exclusivist space, in turn, has facilitated the construction of parochial ties.

With state outreach far more limited and with a considerable decline in 
institutional cohesion, the central government’s capacity to constrain minor-
ity organizations (or indeed many potent societal challengers) and set narrow 
boundaries for contestation has diminished appreciably.78 Public space for 
minority assertion of ethnonational demands has grown in the parliamen-
tary and nonparliamentary spheres. At the same time, PAI political organiza-
tions have themselves become agents of change. Promoting an ethnonational 
agenda, PAI leaders are raising communal awareness and contributing to 
the consolidation of the distinct national identity amongst members of the 
minority group. The more challenges PAI activism puts forth, and the more 
successful it is in its challenges, the less capable the regime is of controlling 
society and the more feasible future challenges become. 



2

State Formation and the Creation 

of National Boundaries

State characteristics that influence minority politics do not just appear. They 
are largely shaped by the societal context that exists during their creation. 
The period of state formation constitutes a juncture that sets the path for 
long-term relationships and practices. During the process of state-building, 
the institutional foundations of the state are established and the foundational 
principles provide the platform for official state ideology. Understanding how 
and why a state possesses certain relevant attributes, therefore, requires some 
understanding of the process of state formation and the societal interactions 
and ethnic relations that existed before and during this process.

Israel was formed as a Jewish people’s state, with the Arab minority out-
side the boundaries of the national identity of the group that owned the state. 
At the same time, a small elite that led the process of state-building retained 
centralized control once the state was established. Thus, Israel’s lack of state 
autonomy coupled with the centralization of authority in the hands of a small 
elite, which characterized the first decades of Israel’s existence, have grown 
out of the process of state formation. This institutional configuration then 
proved conducive to minority political quiescence during the 1950s and 
1960s. To understand how the Israeli state acquired the attributes that influ-
enced minority political organizational structure, it is useful to briefly review 
the process of Israel’s state formation and the societal interactions and ethnic 
relations that existed in the prestate period.

The phenomenon of state-building majorities that exclude minorities is 
relevant for other parts of the world and much can be learned from taking 
a comparative perspective. This chapter, in the way of background, briefly 
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surveys the process of Israel’s state formation and the evolution of communal 
relations during the prestate period and places this history in a comparative 
analytical context. The intent here is not to present new historical findings 
or a comprehensive discussion of the origins of the Israeli state. A com-
parative framework coupled with a minimal understanding of the historical 
background, is essential for grasping the constitution of the Israeli state, the 
means by which the state acquired its particular attributes, and the origins of 
majority-state-minority relations. 

State Formation Through a Comparative Lens

Most of the written history on Israel’s state formation has described this case 
in individual terms, emphasizing Israel’s distinctiveness.1 In contrast, I argue 
that many of the characteristics of Israel’s state formation are very common 
in modern times. The process of modern state formation in most parts of the 
world has been premised on a specific relationship between state, national 
identity, and a dominant group. The state and the national identity that it 
embodies have generally been cast as an expression of that particular part of 
the population that played a decisive role in the process of state-building and 
came to dominate the state.

In many cases, the dominant group was titular: the group name was car-
ried by the state. Examples from all over the world are ample and include 
Malay in Malaysia, Burman in Burma (Myanmar), Turk in Turkey, Russian 
in Russia, Serb in Serbia, Romanian in Romania, German in Germany, Irish 
in Ireland, and Tswana in Botswana. In other cases, the title of the state and 
the official national identity were not congruent with the name of a dominant 
segment of the population, but a dominant group nonetheless owned the 
state and determined its character and the national identity it embodied. This 
relationship translated into inbuilt, rather than tangential, lack of state au-
tonomy from the dominant group, even if the link between dominant ethnic 
group identity and state identity was not made explicit. (Lack of autonomy, 
as discussed in the previous chapter, can be manifested in a variety of ways, 
including the social identity of the office holders in the civil bureaucracy and 
military and the commitment of these office holders to group superiority, as 
well as distribution of power and economic resources, official state language 
and symbols, and myths of origin and historical narrative.) The Indonesian 
state, for example, was practically constructed by Javanese elites as the state 
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of the Javanese people, who have always dominated Indonesian politics, the 
government, and the security apparatus, and who used the instrument of state 
power to ensure the privileged status of their group.2 The Chinese state, too, 
was effectively constructed as a Han state from the early days of the Ming dy-
nasty in the fifteenth century.3 In the Middle East, Iraq was officially formed 
as an Arab state (and implicitly at least, even more narrowly as a Sunni Arab 
dominated state), to the dismay of the Kurdish minority.4 Iran, too, was es-
sentially built as a Persian state. The Union of South Africa (later the Republic 
of South Africa) was most visibly a White’s state, and so was Brazil, where 
property and literacy requirements prevented inhabitants of African descent 
from voting for a long time.5 And in North America, the foundations of Ca-
nadian state formation were premised on loyalty to the British Crown, and 
it has only been with recent trends associated with multiculturalism that the 
boundaries of exclusion have become more permeable and allowed more ac-
cess to previously marginalized groups. 

Even in Western European countries that are now widely presumed to 
possess inclusive and liberal-civic, as opposed to ascriptive or ethnic, forms 
of nationalisms,6 the process of state and nation building was exclusive and 
resulted in states that expressed the dominance of specific populations. Kauf-
mann and Haklai refer to these as dominant ethnicities.7 Striking examples 
include the English in Britain, the Franks in France, and the Spanish in Spain. 
According to Anthony Marx, national identities in these three cases were 
constructed “by emergent states seeking to manage diversity by manipulating 
and reinforcing differences.”8 The social cohesion of the core group that came 
to constitute the nation was attained by demarcating narrow boundaries that 
excluded some internal constituents while enhancing loyalty and allegiance 
on the part of those included. For example, in seventeenth-century England, 
state laws banned Catholics from public office at a time when King Charles II, 
together with the Parliament, was trying to consolidate a central British state 
from the previously loose and decentralized polity. In early modern France, 
it was the Catholic Franks who provided the core, while the Protestant Hu-
guenots were persecuted. The consolidation of central state power in Spain in 
the sixteenth century came after the Catholic population was unified against 
the Moors, Jews, and Protestants. Thus, in most parts of the world, ownership 
over the state and national identity by a particular part of the population, the 
dominant ethnicity, was inherent in the process of state building.

In the twentieth century in particular, the specific relationship between 
group and state gained the status of a formative norm for the creation of new 
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states. The clearest expressions of this development were the principle of self-
determination that American president Woodrow Wilson promoted as the 
key to a new and peaceful world order following World War I and Article 1 of 
the founding Charter of the United Nations (1945), which enshrined the right 
to self-determination as a fundamental international principle.9 Numerous 
new states emerged in place of the collapsing Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, 
and Russian empires, with the decline of European colonial powers through-
out the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, and following the collapse of communism 
in the Balkans, Eastern Europe, and Eurasia. As in previous centuries, and 
backed by the increasingly definitive principle of national self-determination, 
the newly formed states were typically cast as expressing the national identity 
of a dominant part of the population.

Throughout the history of modern state formation, there has always been 
an intrinsic link between territorial boundaries of emergent states and the 
composition of the population inhabiting the territory.10 The preferences of 
state builders about where the territorial borders of their state should lie were 
premised on dominant group presence in the territory (provided the status 
of the territory in question was variable in the minds of state builders). In 
many cases, dominant group population movement and settlement in out-
lying areas were correlated with changes in territorial sovereignty patterns, 
whether these population movements occurred by central government design 
or through voluntary migration in search of economic resources. This has 
been the case with Javanese settlers in remote areas of Indonesia. Likewise, 
from the sixteenth century, Han settlements in outlying areas “were almost 
always accompanied by the extension of the Chinese state: civil administra-
tion was organized in areas where the fiscal base was considered sufficiently 
stable, and garrisons were set up at strategic locations where military pres-
ence was deemed essential.”11 The demarcation of the territorial boundaries 
of the United States also depended on migration of white European settlers 
into the southwestern regions of Oklahoma, New Mexico, Texas, Arizona, 
and California. In the Philippines, the movement of settlers from Luzon to 
Mindanao was meant to consolidate the state’s sovereignty in this region. This 
was also the case with the Moroccan state and its settlers in Western Sahara, 
and with the Russian-dominated Soviet state and Russian settlers in the Baltic 
and Caucasus regions.

Because groups were seldom neatly separated from one another, emergent 
states developed distinctive forms of relationships with minorities who were 
outside the sociological demarcation of the nation. In many cases, boundar-
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ies of exclusion transformed over time, providing previously excluded groups 
with increased access to public institutions.12 This process has been partic-
ularly noticeable in several liberal and multicultural democracies in North 
American and European countries and in other parts of the world. However, 
coercive domination and marginalization were commonly practiced as well. 
In many cases, dominant groups, and by extension the new states they con-
trolled, developed tension-laden relationships with minorities who were not a 
part of the state-building process. These minorities either did not receive citi-
zenship rights at all or had differential types of citizenship (examples include 
blacks in South Africa until 1994, Chinese in Malaysia, Russian-speakers in 
Estonia, and blacks in Brazil), or they resisted assimilation and were therefore 
left on the margins of the national community (for example, Kurds in Turkey 
and Basques in Spain). 

Furthermore, there were many cases in which subaltern minorities had 
transborder relations with populations in other states where they were domi-
nant. Worldwide examples include Croats in Serbia; Serbs in Croatia; Alba-
nians in Macedonia and Serbia; Chinese in Malaysia; Muslims in India; Tutsi 
and Hutu in Rwanda and Burundi; Russians in Latvia, Estonia, and other new 
republics of the former Soviet Union; Turks in Bulgaria and Cyprus prior 
to partition; and many others. In some cases, troubled relations developed 
between the dominant group in the emergent state and the state in which the 
co-nationals of the minority group were dominant. As a result, minorities 
were frequently suspected of being a fifth column. 

Although frequently treated as anomalous, the case of Israel fits well into 
the commonly found pattern of state formation and subsequent majority-
state-minority relations. The creation of Israel was premised on a distinctive 
relationship between the state and a particular part of the population—the 
Jewish population, which constructed its organizational infrastructure. As 
was the case in other emergent states, Israel was internationally recognized as 
a state for a particular national community (when the UN General Assembly 
adopted Resolution 181 on 29 November 1947, it agreed to partition Pales-
tine into a Jewish and an Arab state: to each people a state. And the UN Secu-
rity Council resolution that recommended Israel for membership in the UN 
followed Israel’s Declaration of Independence, which defined Israel as a state 
of the Jewish people). As in many other cases of state-building, the demarca-
tion of the territorial boundaries was intrinsically linked to group population 
presence on the territory. Like other cases, the process of state formation itself 
by the Jewish elites recognized the significance that settlement and popula-
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tion movement have on the eventual territorial boundaries of the state. And 
finally, as in other cases, a significant minority residing within the territorial 
boundaries of the emergent Jewish state found itself outside the boundaries 
of the national identity and had transborder affiliation with populations that 
had antagonistic relations with the newly formed Jewish state. 

Jewish Institution Building

The Jewish national movement, known as the Zionist movement, emerged 
toward the end of the nineteenth century as an important movement that 
advocated Jewish national self-determination in the region of the Middle East 
that the Zionists identified as the ancient Jewish homeland, the historic Land 
of Israel. Although it is important to recognize that rising anti-Semitism in 
Europe and the need to physically protect Jews played a key role in motivating 
the creation of the World Zionist Organization (WZO),13 which was officially 
established in 1897, it is also important to stress that the ideology advanced 
by Zionist elites in many respects resembled typical European nationalism, 
with its accent on the idea of an inherited and preexisting ethnic national 
identity of a community that should determine its own national institutions 
and govern itself.14 Two notably distinctive characteristics that influenced the 
organizational infrastructure of the movement and the choices of its leader-
ship were (a) the geographical dispersion of the Jewish population that was 
supposed to constitute the putative national community and (b) the fact that 
the vast majority of the population in question did not inhabit the territory 
that was identified as its homeland.

The process of institution building was guided by the motivation of the 
Zionist organization’s elites to transform the dispersed population into a na-
tional community that resides in, and owns, the territory marked as its home-
land.15 Hence, two of the primary goals defined by the leadership were “the 
ingathering of the exiles” and “land redemption,” which translated into great 
emphasis being placed on migration and land acquisition. The leaders of the 
Jewish national movement were ready to take advantage of the financial hard-
ships experienced by Arab landowners and peasants at the time in order to 
purchase land and transfer it to the hands of the Jewish national movement.16

To facilitate land acquisition, in 1901 the WZO established the Jewish Na-
tional Fund (JNF), whose mandate was land purchase. It is worth stressing 
that to prevent the land from being further traded by profit-seeking individu-
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als, the JNF operated according to a principle whereby land was never sold to 
individuals or groups. Instead, the acquired land was always granted on lease 
to Jewish settlers. It was defined as “the property of the people,” which meant 
ownership by the national movement and de facto control by the leadership 
of the Zionist movement over its allocation and use.17 Maintaining ownership 
of this scarce resource facilitated dependence on the leadership of the Zion-
ist movement, enabling it to control much of the operations of the emergent 
settlements during periods of internal contestation.18 Even Kibbutzim, the 
Jewish agricultural cooperative settlements where Jews worked and settled 
collectively, were only granted land by lease.

Throughout the prestate period, the movement’s elites also recognized the 
significance of settlements in outlying areas for establishing ownership over 
the territory as well as preparing it for future mass migration.19 The choice of 
location for Kibbutzim, for example, was largely driven by the logic of territo-
rial expansion. As openly explained by an editorial in Ha’olam, the national 
movement’s newspaper, the Kibbutzim provided an answer to the fears of 
individuals intimidated by settling individually in new and relatively remote 
places over which the Zionists wished to mark ownership.20 Kibbutzim were 
often built on leased JNF-purchased land in outlying areas. Ultimately, the 
organizational infrastructure created for land acquisition, the significance 
of marking ownership over territory through population presence, and the 
principle of granting land by lease were passed on to the state.

Arguably the most important political and administrative organization 
to be established by the Jewish national movement in the prestate period was 
the Jewish Agency (JA), which was established in 1929.21 This status largely 
stemmed from the JA being recognized by the British and the League of Na-
tions as the legal representative of the Zionist movement and the Yishuv (Set-
tlement), the emergent organized Jewish community in the prestate period.22

The JA represented the Zionists before the British Mandatory administration, 
and practically all contacts between the British and the Zionist movement 
were done through the JA. By the 1930s, the executive of the JA was the chief 
decision-making body, and its chairman was the head of the Yishuv.

The JA was an overarching body responsible for coordinating the activi-
ties of the Jewish national movement. It established departments that in ef-
fect functioned as government ministries in key areas, most notably finance, 
diplomatic relations, immigration, education, labor, and trade and industry.23

Thus, the JA also developed an extensive and autonomous education system 
that promoted the Hebrew language and a new Jewish-Israeli culture, goals 
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that leading Zionists viewed from the onset as indispensable for spreading 
national sentiments.24 No less significant, the JA was most active in facilitat-
ing immigration. The 1920s and 1930s saw inflows of hundreds of thousands 
of Jewish immigrants, primarily from Eastern and Central Europe, many of 
whom were driven out of their countries of domicile by the spreading anti-
Semitism. The JA expanded its projects around the world to educate, encour-
age, and assist Jews in immigrating to Israel. Thus, whereas in 1882 only about 
.3 percent of world Jewry resided in Palestine—that is, 24,000 Jews, com-
pared to approximately 470,000 Arabs—the proportion of the world’s Jews 
living in the territory grew to 6 percent in 1948, the year Israel declared its 
independence.25

The activities of the JA were largely facilitated by the United Jewish 
Appeal (UJA), which was originally established in 1921 to raise money for 
the Jewish immigrants, their new settlements, and the Zionist movement as a 
whole. The UJA became the fund-raising arm of the JA. The emergent Jewish 
economy was not viable at the time, and without the coordinated financial 
support from the Jewish diaspora, the JA would not have been able to main-
tain its institutions and its support of mass immigration. Eventually, when the 
state was established, many of the Agency’s administrative units transformed 
into state agencies and many of its officials became state officials. Most con-
spicuously, JA executive chairman David Ben-Gurion became Israel’s first 
prime minister, and the head of the JA’s political department, Moshe Sharett, 
became the first foreign minister. 

Alongside the JA a local elected Jewish assembly was established, called 
Assefat Hanivcharim (Elected Assembly), which represented the Yishuv com-
munity only. The Assembly then elected the Vaad Leumi (National Council), 
an executive body of sorts. All members of the Jewish Yishuv, excluding those 
who renounced membership in the organized community, were eligible to 
vote for the Elected Assembly, and turnout was generally high, 56 to 70 per-
cent of eligible voters. Considering that the elected body lacked significant 
execution power because it did not have territorial sovereignty and the JA 
possessed much of the practical authority, the high voter turnout signaled 
the emerging endorsement of the developing institutions by the local popu-
lation.26 Over the years, the realm of activity of the local institutions grew, 
as when the WZO transferred responsibility for the education system to the 
Vaad Leumi in 1932.27

A Proportional Representation electoral system was introduced and pro-
vided incentives for a large number of ideological groups to participate in 
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the political process. Political parties with diverse worldviews were formed 
and took part in the elections: communist, socialist, liberal, and conserva-
tive; religious and secular; traditional and revolutionary.28 The political par-
ties, particularly those that consolidated in the 1930s, laid the foundations for 
political organization and mobilization for years to come, as well as the pat-
terns of dominance in the Jewish institutions. Thus, in the 1931 elections that 
were held for the Elected Assembly, the Mapa’i Party (Land of Israel Workers’ 
Party, the predecessor of the Labor Party), representing the unified forces of 
the Labor movement, received 22,336 votes—the equivalent of 46 percent—
while its closest competitor, the more nationalist Revisionists (the precursor 
of the Likud Party), founded in 1925 by Vladimir Ze’ev Jabotinsky, received 20 
percent. The non-Zionist Communist Party, which would become the major 
political party to attract Arab voters in the 1970s and 1980s, received only 
506 votes, the equivalent of 1 percent and less than the minimum required 
for participation in the Assembly.29 The results set the trend for the increas-
ing concentration of power in the hands of the Labor movement, political 
dominance that would solidify and pass on to the state. At the same time, the 
principle of proportional representation would also pass on to the state and 
encourage participation and the formation of a multiparty system. 

Yet another significant organization established during the era of British rule 
that would increase the capacity of the Yishuv leadership to protect its domain 
was the paramilitary organization called Haganah (Defense). The Haganah 
was established in 1920 to protect Jewish settlements in the face of growing 
physical aggression of Arab militants. Although the British government was 
officially responsible for internal security, the Jewish community faced grow-
ing challenges from Arab opponents to its attempts to create a Jewish “national 
home” in Palestine. Gradually the Haganah grew into the security apparatus of 
the Yishuv and came under the authority of the JA. Throughout the late 1930s 
and 1940s, it evolved into a national military body with an organized hierarchi-
cal structure: a chief of staff, a central command, and regional-divisional units. 
Somewhat inconsistently with the official British policy, the increasing scope 
of the Haganah’s role was facilitated by the support of the British military com-
mander, Captain Orde Charles Wingate, who strongly advocated the establish-
ment of a Jewish army. When Israel was established, the Haganah provided the 
nucleus of the Israeli military, the Israel Defense Force (IDF).30

Probably the most significant organization to shape the economic land-
scape in the Yishuv was the Histadrut (General Federation of Workers in 
the Land of Israel), established in 1920 by the various left-of-center Jewish 
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political parties as an overarching organization. Unlike a conventional trade 
union, the Histadrut did much more than simply represent employees; for ex-
ample, it embarked on widespread entrepreneurial activities. The significance 
of the Histadrut was that it was active in sectors that were imperative for the 
development of the Jewish economy but were too risky to attract private in-
vestors.31 The Histadrut’s economic enterprises included, among other things, 
construction (Shikun Ovdim and Solel Boneh), banking (Bank Hapoalim, the 
Workers’ Bank, which became Israel’s second largest bank), food production 
(Tnuva, the largest supplier of fresh foods and agricultural products), insurance 
(Hasneh), newspapers (Davar), and many other manufacturing, commercial, 
and financial firms. Gradually, the Histadrut became the major employer in the 
Jewish economy. In 1939, its bureaucracy alone employed 2,500 people.32 By 
the early 1940s, its manufacturing companies employed approximately 10 per-
cent of all employees in the Yishuv manufacturing industries.33 The Histadrut 
also provided social welfare services, most important, healthcare services and 
employment insurance. Many people were attracted to joining the Histadrut, 
primarily because of its network of social welfare services, and many relied 
on the Histadrut for their livelihood. Thus the Histadrut was a most powerful 
organization socially and economically. In 1930, of an estimated 170,000 Jews 
living in Mandatory Palestine, 30,000 were registered as Histadrut members.34

By 1939, the Histadrut had 100,000 registered members (of almost 425,000 
Jews that lived in Palestine).35

In addition to providing the Jewish national movement with important 
means of building a Jewish economy, control of the Histadrut and its incred-
ible resources translated into immense political power within the Jewish 
community. In the 1930s, the power holder in the Histadrut was the Mapa’i 
Party, formed in 1930 through a merger of a number of left-of-center politi-
cal parties. The Histadrut’s functionaries were by and large the same people 
that filled the ranks of the party. The party’s leader, David Ben-Gurion, be-
came the Histadrut’s chair, and by 1935 he was chair of the JA executive and 
hence the leader of the whole Yishuv. The Histadrut leadership, headed by 
Ben-Gurion, managed to convince its colleagues in the JA that the Histadrut 
was imperative for the development of the Jewish society, hence securing its 
financial backing.36 This situation resulted in staunch collaboration between 
the JA and the Histadrut and the fortification of Mapa’i as the dominant po-
litical party. If Mapa’i’s initial dominance in the Yishuv was largely due to 
the relatively early arrival of its leaders and their organizational skills, the 
persistence of this dominance hinged on the party’s control of the Histadrut 
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and its incredible resources and on its leaders’ ability to translate this control 
to political power in other Zionist institutions.37

It should not be inferred from this rather sketchy overview that the Jewish 
community was homogenous and had no internal contention. Internal dis-
sent came from several directions, including the Revisionists, who took issue 
with what they saw as the cautious diplomatic approach of the mainstream 
leadership, and the religious establishment, which preexisted the new Yi-
shuv, rejected the Zionist movement, and sought independent representation 
before the Mandatory regime.38 Yet none of the challengers to the Yishuv’s 
authority managed to undermine the Zionist institutions that laid the foun-
dations of the Jewish state and that would ultimately yield a polity that would 
be nonautonomous from the Jewish national movement. One important rea-
son for their success was the structure of the Mandatory state. 

The Mandatory State

In 1920 the League of Nations granted Britain a Mandate to rule Palestine. 
Formally, this Mandate was to prepare the inhabitants of Palestine for self-
rule. At the same time, the idea of national self-determination touted by the 
victors of the War, along with several diplomatic pledges, including what are 
known as the Balfour Declaration and the McMahon-Husayn Correspon-
dence, created expectations on both the Jewish and Arab sides for attaining 
self-government.39 Much has been written about Palestine under British rule 
and the complex intercommunal dynamic that emerged under the Manda-
tory government.40 Rather than review all that has been written on the Man-
datory government, it is important here to stress several of the institutional 
traits that were particularly important for facilitating the creation of a distinct 
Jewish domain that laid the foundations for a nonautonomous Israeli state. 

The institutional setting established by the Mandatory administration facil-
itated the Zionist enterprise in two meaningful ways. First, the British authori-
ties treated the Arab and Jewish populations as two distinct communities, dealt 
with them separately, and did not prepare or force joint Jewish-Arab self-rule, 
thus institutionalizing the bifurcation of the two populations. Although the 
British initially entertained ideas of building a unified polity, they very quickly 
recognized “the difficulty in reconciling Palestine Jews and Arabs.”41 Each com-
munity was allowed to build and operate its own separate internal institutions. 
In practice, the Arab and Jewish communities lived under the British admin-
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istration as two distinct societies. It is not that the British had a grand design 
against binational engagement, but as Horowitz and Lissak observed, notwith-
standing some exceptions, there was usually no need for direct Jewish-Arab 
cooperation, because for both sides it “was possible to conduct most of the po-
litical bargaining through the British Authorities in Jerusalem and London.”42

Second, the Mandatory state was minimalist. It intervened very little in a 
limited number of areas, allowing considerable autonomy to each of the com-
munities under its rule.43 In effect, the institutional boundaries established 
by the British granted plenty of societal space for the leaders of the Jewish 
national movement to create a distinct public domain in which they were 
permitted to supply services, collect taxes, and make decisions about some 
social matters. This arrangement increased the dependence of the communi-
ties on the national organizations, something that was indispensable for the 
crystallization of authority of the Zionist institutions among the Jewish popu-
lation in Palestine. Hence, although participation in the institutions built by 
the Zionists was voluntary and the institutions did not hold formal territorial 
sovereignty, these institutions did possess relatively significant authority over 
the increasing inflows of Jewish immigrants who arrived in the 1930s. These 
immigrants were generally middle class urbanites, who brought with them 
capital and professional skills that were indispensable for the development of 
the economy of the Jewish community and who, by and large, integrated into 
the existing structure created by their predecessors and accepted these insti-
tutions and their leaders as their legitimate representatives (notwithstanding 
the dissent by the Revisionists and others). Because of the minimalist charac-
ter of the British government in Mandatory Palestine, the Jewish immigrants 
were largely dependent on the institutions of the Yishuv and the Histadrut for 
access to essential social and economic services, enabling the Yishuv leader-
ship considerable power to set the rules in its public domain. Thus, the Yishuv 
had the capacity to, and did, tax the Jewish community to fund its institu-
tions, such as its education system and the Haganah. The Histadrut collected 
membership fees to help finance its healthcare system and to provide social 
and unemployment insurance. That despite Mapa’i’s dominance, the Yishuv 
established a relatively inclusive framework based on proportional represen-
tation in its institutions for almost all the significant factions, including re-
ligious Jews, was helpful for encouraging participation from diverse groups 
within the Jewish population. But ultimately the decisive factor was the abil-
ity of the strong leadership of the Yishuv to utilize the opportunities created 
by the British Mandatory state. 
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By the late 1930s, when the British approach toward the Zionist enter-
prise had changed because of the outbreak of the Arab Revolt in 1936, the 
institutional foundations of the Yishuv were already established enough to 
deal with the new challenges posed by the revolt and to operate outside the 
stricter rules that the British tried to impose. This was particularly evident 
in immigration, land acquisition, and security. The economic infrastruc-
ture, too, was strong enough to withstand the economic implications of the 
Arab Revolt. 

Palestine Arab Mobilization and British Responses

The institutional framework of Mandatory Palestine established in effect two 
separate societies with separate opportunities for organizational infrastruc-
ture. The institutional premises that applied to the Zionists were also relevant 
to the Palestine Arabs. However, Arab leaders did not seriously engage in 
building an administrative organizational infrastructure, let alone elected in-
stitutions, that could serve as foundations for a future state in the same way 
the Zionists did.44

To be sure, by the early twentieth century, Arab nationalism was already 
taking root among urban Palestine Arab intellectuals who began to advocate 
the idea of an Arab state independent of colonial masters.45 Zionist ambitions 
were creating anxiety, too, from a fairly early stage.46 Although there were no 
public opinion surveys examining attitudes and self-identification among the 
Arab public during the prestate period, inferences can be made by examin-
ing Arab literature, reflecting the sentiments of the local intelligentsia, a stra-
tum that is frequently seen as the vanguard of ethnic nationalism.47 Much of 
the poetry written by notable Palestine Arabs in the prestate period, such as 
Sheikh ‘Ali al-Rimawi, Iskander al-Khuri al-Beitjali, Ibrahim Tuqan, Ibrahim 
al-Dabbagh, Abd al-Rahim Mahmud, and Abd-al-Karim al-Karmi, expressed 
strong sentiments of Arab nationalism, on the one hand, with concerns over 
what the poets saw as Jewish penetration to Palestine under British auspices 
and the perceived threats of this trend to Arab national aspirations in Pal-
estine.48 The Arab nationalists demanded an Arab-controlled state over the 
entire territory and overwhelmingly refused to consider proposals for power 
sharing with Jews or any form of reduced sovereignty to accommodate Jew-
ish national aspirations. And yet, Palestine Arab nationalism did not yield an 
alternative, or a separate, state formation process.
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Palestine Arab society possessed several characteristics that were not 
conducive to national institution building. First, Arab society was far more 
localized and less cohesive than Jewish society. It was generally rural, with an 
economy based on self-sufficient agriculture. According to one source, about 
70 percent of the Arab population in Palestine were dependent on agriculture 
for their livelihood in the late 1920s.49 A Palestine government survey put the 
figure of rurally based Arabs in 1930 at around 75 percent, compared to about 
17 percent of the Jewish population.50 The Arab middle class, conversely, was 
very small and marginal. Primary loyalty was to the hamula (extended fam-
ily). Second, there was long-standing internal rivalry between leading ham-
ulas over leadership roles.51 This factionalism had its roots in the Ottoman 
system of rule.52 Large-scale organized collaboration between many clans and 
villages for the national cause required a strong and competent leadership 
that would overcome internal rivalries and build an institutional framework 
that could coordinate political efforts. According to Tamari, “since each lead-
ing family had a political power base in client villages or town quarters, it 
felt itself the equal of the others and bargained vigorously before forming 
alliances.”53 And even then, alliances shifted according to clan interests rather 
than ideology, even among those who were carrying the national banner.54

The starting position of the Palestine elites was already at a disadvantage. 
It was only after the fall of King Faysal of Syria and the new carving of territo-
rial boundaries by the British and French following World War I that local 
leaders began to seriously conceive of Palestine as separate from Greater 
Syria and requiring separate political organization. Faysal’s forced exile by 
the French in July 1920 left the Arab leadership in Palestine without organiza-
tional infrastructure.55 The newly established political boundaries following 
World War I, separating Palestine from Syria and Transjordan, required a 
shift in strategy and vision. In this respect, the obstacles faced by Arab na-
tionalists were greater than the ones faced by the Yishuv leadership and made 
it far more difficult for the former to utilize the opportunities created by the 
rules set by the British. 

Fears of Jewish immigration, land purchases, and the materializing of Zi-
onist institutions led to violent anti-Jewish riots in 1920–1921 and 1929.56

When Jewish immigration nonetheless continued throughout the 1930s, and 
the Jewish population, which constituted only 4 percent of the entire popula-
tion of the area in 1882, had grown through immigration to make up almost 
30 percent of the population, local pressure by dispossessed peasants and 
workers finally forced the Palestinian leadership into a unified front.57 The 
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most conspicuous organizational aspect of the collaborative effort was the 
formation of the Arab Higher Committee (AHC) in 1936.58

The leadership role in the AHC was assumed by the hard-line Husayni-
led faction of Jerusalem.59 Having been appointed by the British as president 
of the newly created Supreme Muslim Council, Haj Amin al-Husayni came 
to control many resources through which he could provide patronage and 
secure his leadership role.60 At the same time, the narrow basis of his author-
ity impeded his ability to lead inclusive, national-scale mobilization. Several 
historians have stressed that the collaboration expressed in the national re-
volt of 1936 and the formation of the AHC came about only after the tra-
ditional leadership was hard pressed from below by dispossessed peasants 
and disillusioned marginalized groups who started to question their leader-
ship’s commitment to the national goal and economic well-being and drove 
the leadership into taking a more belligerent stance.61 Notables who did not 
conform to the hard-line positions often became the target of internal Arab 
violence.62 Under the leadership of Husayni’s Al-Hizb al-Arabi al-Falastini 
(Palestine Arab Party), the AHC encompassed the six Arab factions. 

The cooperation of 1936 enabled the Palestine Arab national movement 
to coordinate a widespread and often violent rebellion, lasting from 1936 to 
1939, against the British, pose a serious challenge on a national scale, for the 
first time, and force the British to seriously revisit their policies on Jewish 
immigration and land acquisition. In 1939, the British government adopted 
the White Paper, severely confining Jewish immigration so that the Jewish 
component of the population would not exceed one third of the total popula-
tion, while also vigorously regulating Zionist land purchases with the aim of 
terminating them altogether.63 This significant shift in British policy reflected 
the ability of organized mobilization to influence the formal rules set by the 
British at a time when the latter were increasingly concerned with the pros-
pects of war against Germany and its allies and needed to calm the situation.

The establishment of the Palestine Royal Commission, known as the Peel 
Commission, was also a response to organized unrest. After holding talks 
with leaders from both sides, the Commission reported that both national 
groups demanded a state in which their group would be sovereign.64 As a 
result, the Commission proposed the first partition plan in 1937. The plan 
would have seen the emergence of a Jewish state on a part of the territory that 
included the Galilee and a narrow strip along the coast, alongside an Arab 
state on the bulk of the area. A narrow strip connecting Jerusalem and the 
coast of the Mediterranean Sea at Jaffa was to remain under British control. 
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The partition was to include population exchanges, so that each state would 
have as small a minority as possible.65

Realizing that under existing conditions, a Jewish state could be established 
on only a portion of the territory, Ben-Gurion, the leader of the Yishuv, ac-
cepted, albeit reluctantly, the partition plan.66 Ultimately, a state that would be-
long to Jews and enable Jewish self-government was the highest priority for the 
head of the organized Jewish community. A similar logic led the AHC to reject 
the partition plan. Unlike the Zionists, the Palestinians had reason to believe 
that the Arabs of Palestine could maintain institutional hegemony in a state 
whose sovereignty encompassed the territory of all of Mandatory Palestine. Ac-
cording to the proposal the AHC presented to the Peel Commission, the exist-
ing Jewish population was to be granted civic and religious, but not national, 
rights in an Arab state, and questions such as future immigration would be 
determined by the Arab-dominated state.67 The commission’s report noted that 
this plan would have effectively surrendered any ability of the Jewish national 
movement to influence decision-making in the direction of increasing Jewish 
immigration and building a national home for the Jewish nation.68 As a result of 
the AHC rejection, the plan of the Peel Commission was shelved. 

Despite shifting policies on immigration and land acquisition, the British 
were unable to conciliate Palestine Arab volatile mobilization. At the same 
time, their new approach spurred widespread anti-British Jewish resistance 
from the mainstream Jewish Yishuv in the post-World War II years. Eventu-
ally, the British decided to terminate their Mandate and redirect the question 
of the future of Palestine to the United Nations. On 29 November 1947, the 
UN General Assembly passed Resolution 181, partitioning Mandatory Pales-
tine into two states: a Jewish state and an Arab state. 

Remaining consistet with the same principles that guided them when fac-
ing the plan of the Peel Commission, the Yishuv leadership accepted the par-
tition plan and the AHC categorically rejected it. Part of the problem faced 
by the Palestinians at this point was that although the AHC was able to mo-
bilize opposition, it did not act to build an effective administration to manage 
the affairs of a future Palestinian polity. The Supreme Muslim Council was 
the only national-scale institution that did try to provide some services on a 
wider scale.69 It operated an education system and a religious judicial system. 
It also controlled the properties of the Muslim religious endowments (Waqf ).
However, its control was by no means as extensive as that of the Jewish insti-
tutions, had no popular or representative component, and proved insufficient 
for state formation. That the Arab state was never formed was at least in part 
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a result of the absence of effective and expansive prestate military and civil 
administrative institutions that could lay the foundations for a future state. 
In addition, the leaders of the main hamulas fled to neighboring countries 
during the war that ensued. Instead, Jordan annexed the rest of the territory 
designated for the Arab state west of the Jordan River (the West Bank), and 
Egypt took control of the Gaza Strip, albeit without formally annexing it. 

Conclusion

The war that accompanied the termination of the British Mandate and Israel’s 
Declaration of Independence led to an enlargement of the territory under 
Israel’s control, from approximately 5,200 square miles designated to it by 
the UN partition plan to 7,700 square miles.70 A new demographic reality 
resulted from the war. An estimated 550,000 to 725,000 Arabs were displaced 
from the territory over which Israel took control.71 Approximately 156,000 
Palestinian Arabs found themselves living inside Israeli-governed territory.72

The Palestinians that remained within the territorial boundaries of the 
state were to face a new reality. The institutions of the new State of Israel, along 
with its leadership and its practices, were premised on the foundations of the 
organizational infrastructure of the Yishuv as they had evolved over more than 
three decades. They were to include, among other things, an effective admin-
istration, a security apparatus, the Histadrut labor union with its economic 
capacity and social services, political parties, the dominance of Mapa’i and 
its political leadership, a Zionist education system, a welfare system, a par-
liamentary system based on proportional representation electoral rules, and 
close and institutionalized ties with world Jewry. The foundations, according 
to Ze’ev Sternhell, “were so solid that the transition from the Yishuv to the state 
was hardly felt. The country was still ruled by the same people, with the same 
philosophy of government and the same principles of action.”73

It was this new institutional framework that the Arabs left within the bor-
ders of the Jewish state were to face in subsequent decades. The process of 
state formation, which was directly connected to the majority-state-minority 
relations that ensued, yielded relations whereby the Arab minority was left 
outside the boundaries of the national identity embodied by the state. Fur-
thermore, the minority was suspected of affiliation with those with whom the 
emergent state had troubled relations. 
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State Autonomy, Marginalization, 

and Grievances

The process of state formation engendered ethnically based national bound-
aries that excluded the Arab residents. Inheriting the prestate institutional 
framework, the new Israeli state lacked autonomy from the Jewish national 
movement, which controlled its institutions. Lack of state autonomy was 
manifested in the ideological framework of the state and the societal identity 
of the officeholders at all levels of the bureaucracy and translated into uni-
ethnic favoritism in almost all policy areas. On top of that, given the history 
of Jewish-Arab relations in the prestate period, the PAI minority was viewed 
with much suspicion. 

Although the objective inequality yielded serious grievances, it did not 
engender independent political activism at first. In fact, even though the 
lack of state autonomy and its implications have remained relatively stable, 
and considerable minority grievances existed from the onset, it was only in 
the 1970s that the PAI began to mobilize seriously, and it has only been since 
the 1990s that ethnonationalist demands by multiple organizations have be-
come the centerpiece of PAI activism. This variation indicates that PAI ex-
clusion and grievances alone are insufficient for explaining the transition in 
minority political activism. 

(Lack of) State Autonomy During the First Decades

It has been suggested that from its establishment the State of Israel set out, and 
managed, to gain a high level of autonomy from social forces.1 In particular, 
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scholars point to the statist ideology (mamlachtiyut) of Prime Minister Ben-
Gurion who sought to transfer control of major organizations from indepen-
dent social forces to the state. The prestate education systems, most of the land, 
and many major industries were nationalized. Likewise, the prestate paramili-
tary organizations were disbanded and were brought under the control of a 
unified state army.2

This understanding of state-society relations conflates state capacity with 
state autonomy. The newly established state was indeed powerful and had 
extensive capability to intervene in society, modify it, and check significant 
political activity outside its own institutional framework.3 From the outset, 
the Israeli state exhibited high capacity relative to other new states to enforce 
its preferences, which included, among other things, forging a new Jewish 
society and creating solid lines of differentiation between the included and 
excluded populations. 

Nonetheless, it is wrong to assume that because of its strengths, the State 
of Israel was ever an institution isolated from society, with its own indepen-
dent interests and coherent goals. The Israeli state was never independent 
from the interests and support of the majority ethnonational group, and in-
deed the dominant political forces within it. Rather, the state was largely con-
stituted by the Jewish national movement to serve the Jewish nation. Once 
established, it had significant impact on the character of society, but the un-
derlying assumption that clear-cut boundaries between state and society were 
established is misguided. The social identity of the high officeholders has al-
ways been Jewish and the framework of the ideological values embedded in 
the state is that of Jewish nationalism. 

To be sure, the Israeli regime that emerged following the establishment of 
the state was procedurally democratic, with elected officials, regular elections 
with universal adult suffrage, and a multiparty system.4 Yet the reliance on 
the prestate organizational infrastructure and the embeddings of Zionist ide-
als in state institutions translated into a lack of state autonomy. Government 
ministries were essentially transformed from the JA administrative depart-
ments, and leading figures in the Agency were transferred to key positions in 
the state apparatus. Seven of the thirteen members of Israel’s first government 
were from the JA executive.5 Most notably, David Ben-Gurion, chairman of 
the executive, became the first prime minister; Moshe Shertok (Sharett), head 
of the political arm of the Agency, became the first foreign minister and Isra-
el’s second prime minister; and Eliezer Kaplan, treasurer of the JA, became Is-
rael’s minister of finance. Likewise, the armed forces and their organizational 
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structure were established on the foundations of the Yishuv’s paramilitary 
Haganah organization. Senior Haganah personnel—including Yaakov Dori 
(Israel’s first chief of general staff), Yigal Yadin, Haim Laskov, Moshe Dayan, 
Yigal Alon, and Yitzhak Rabin—were transferred to the senior officer ranks 
of the Israeli military. In short, the leading personnel in the organizations of 
the Jewish national movement became senior officeholders in the civil and 
military bureaucracy of the new state as the Jewish national movement came 
to dominate state apparatus.

The JA was granted a special status, and its relationship with the state was 
formally codified in 1952 through the Special Status Law and a covenant signed 
by the two parties. On the basis of these documents, the state empowered the 
JA to act on its behalf in matters of immigration, absorption and settlement, 
public relations, fund-raising, Jewish identity and Zionist education in diaspora 
communities, and construction of agricultural settlements in Israel. The JA was 
also active in the Israeli economy. Among other things, it owned the country’s 
largest bank, Bank Leumi, and the Raasco construction company, which was 
responsible for building dozens of settlements. The Agency also had significant 
partial ownership in El Al, Israel’s national airline; Zim, Israel’s major shipping 
line; Amidar, the state agency entrusted with providing and managing housing 
projects for socially disadvantaged populations; and Mekorot, Israel’s national 
water company.6 Although these were not formally state-owned industries in 
the strictest sense, they were still very much considered a part of the public sec-
tor and the dominant political order.7

The lack of state autonomy was further manifested in the ideological 
framework of the state. The Declaration of Independence opened with a 
proclamation that “the Land of Israel was the birthplace of the Jewish people” 
and proceeded to describe the process of “exile” and the “return” of the Jewish 
people to the land on which Israel was established. The Declaration then em-
phasized the right of “the Jewish people to be masters of their own fate, like 
all other nations, in their own state” and proclaimed “the establishment of a 
Jewish state in Eretz-Israel, to be known as the State of Israel.”8 By stressing 
the history of exile and return, the declaration made a commitment to foster-
ing Jewish immigration and the principle of the “ingathering of the exiles,” 
which was so prominent for the prestate leadership. It should be stressed that 
whereas the Declaration was signed by representatives of all the main orga-
nized Jewish streams, including the non-Zionist ultra-orthodox, it was not 
signed by any representative of the Arab minority, thus amplifying Jewish 
ownership of the state.
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The foundational principles and the commitment of state builders to this 
ideological framework created distinct boundaries of belonging to the na-
tional community. State-issued identity cards, distributed to all citizens of 
the state, had a nationality clause that distinguished between members of the 
Jewish nation and other citizens. State symbols reflected Jewish identity ex-
clusively. The state’s flag, featuring the Star of David, was similar to the flag 
of the Zionist movement and was “inspired by the Jewish prayer shawl.”9 The 
Jewish menorah, a candelabra with seven branches, became the state emblem. 
And the state anthem was substantively and exclusively Jewish, focusing on 
the Jewish soul’s longing to return to Zion in order to be a free people. The 
Jewish Sabbath was made the official day of rest, and newly introduced state 
holidays were essentially Jewish holidays.10

The lack of state autonomy influenced state practices and translated into 
policies that centred on continuing the pursuit of the objectives of the Jewish 
national movement. Ultimately, the state was an instrument in this pursuit; 
as Prime Minister Ben-Gurion stated before the Knesset when introducing 
his government’s basic principles in 1949, “The establishment of the State of 
Israel was merely the first stage in the fulfilment of our historic vision. The 
ingathering of the exiles is a prerequisite to its full realization. Israel’s prin-
cipal task today is, therefore, to gather in the exiles.”11 Hence, an important 
area in which the policy preferences of the state elites were manifested was 
the laws pertaining to immigration and citizenship, which differentiated be-
tween Jews and non-Jews. The Law of Return, which was introduced in 1950, 
granted every Jew in the world the right to immigrate to Israel and obtain citi-
zenship. This is not to say that immigration policies were not selective even 
among Jews: many Jews, particularly from Arab and Muslim countries, were 
disqualified on medical grounds or because they were seen as an economic 
liability.12 Nevertheless, one should not lose sight of the forest by focusing on 
a small number of trees. Hundreds of thousands of Jews immigrated to Israel 
after its emergence in 1948, mostly from Arab countries. Israel’s population 
almost doubled (from 650,000 to 1,300,000) by the end of 1950 and more 
than tripled by 1955, mostly as a result of immigration. From the “ingather-
ing” perspective, whereas 6 percent of the world’s Jews lived in Israel on its 
emergence, estimates give approximately 9.7 percent there by the end of 1950, 
nearly 13 percent by 1955, 17 percent in 1965, 21 percent in 1975, 27 percent 
by 1985, 34.8 percent in 1995, and 40.6 percent by the end of 2005.13

Approximately 156,000 Arabs who remained in Israel after the 1947–
1949 war became Israeli citizens, although not without difficulties, and for 
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many it took several years.14 Obstacles were imposed when the government 
demanded that applicants for citizenship provide evidence that they were 
Palestine citizens in the period immediately preceding the establishment of 
the state. This was often a difficult obstacle to overcome because many Arabs 
did not hold identity cards or passports.15

The Citizenship Law, enacted in 1952, provided for naturalization of 
non-Jewish immigrants, who could become permanent residents if they re-
nounced their prior nationality and demonstrated knowledge of the Hebrew 
language. It was at the discretion of the minister of immigration, and later 
the minister of interior, to grant such a permanent resident visa. Aside from 
35,500 war escapees who were allowed to return after the war in the process 
of family reunification, the overwhelming inclination of the responsible min-
isters was not to grant citizenship to Arabs seeking to move to Israel, even 
those who left during the war, unless they married an Israeli citizen. This 
tendency is revealed by the low approval rate of applications for citizenship. 
Between 1952 and the end of 1955, Israeli citizenship was granted to only 309 
applicants under the provisions of the Citizenship Law, although the ministry 
of interior handled 3,810 applications in 1955 alone.16

The impact of the immigration and citizenship laws was a reduction in 
the relative size of the Arab minority from 19 percent of the entire population 
in 1948 to 11 percent by 1951, a percentage that changed very little until the 
1967 War.17 It was only due to a slowdown in the inflows of Jewish immi-
grants (most eligible Jews from Arab countries had either already immigrated 
by the mid-1960s or chose to migrate elsewhere, while Soviet restrictions en-
abled no more than 160,000 Jews from the USSR to immigrate in the 1970s18)
that the relative size of the Arab population picked up again to 15 percent in 
the mid 1970s, over 16 percent by the early 1980s, and closer to 20 percent 
in the 2000s.19

Land policies, too, reflected the inherent lack of state autonomy from the 
Jewish national organizations. For a long period, the JNF, whose role in the 
prestate period was discussed in the preceding chapter, continued to func-
tion as the land-purchasing agent of the state, reflecting the principle of land 
redemption, which, like the ideal of the ingathering of exiles, did not expire 
with the emergence of the state. Gradually, the functions of the JNF passed on 
to the state. The two sides signed a covenant in 1961, according to which the 
administration of land purchased in the past and to be purchased in the future 
by the JNF would be concentrated in the hands of the Jewish state through the 
newly established Israel Lands Administration (ILA), which was to be under 
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the authority of a government ministry.20 In practice, this arrangement pro-
vided for the nationalization of land. The agreement about the administration 
of land was instituted in the Basic Law: Israel Lands, which also anchored the 
principle by which land was not sold but distributed on lease, thus keeping it 
under state control.21 Although this law (and all other laws pertaining to land 
distribution and housing) did not explicitly distinguish between Arab and 
Jewish citizens, the fundamental imperatives of the JNF were instilled in the 
new arrangement and passed on to the state as an unwritten rule. Thus, na-
tionalization of land related to Jewish ownership of it and essentially equated 
with the “Judaization” of the land. The ILA and JNF had discretion over to 
whom they would lease land and for how long. Subsequently, whereas Jewish 
communities and individuals normally received land on the basis of forty-
nine-year leases, the practice was to sign short-term leasing contracts, usually 
annual, with Arabs.22 Although this was not stipulated as a formal regula-
tion, it was a customary behavior pattern that emerged from the institutional 
framework and the norms embedded in it. Moreover, the JNF continued to 
collect donations from world Jewry and to purchase land, sometimes from 
the state itself in order to generate income for the state.

To be sure, control of the land was initially also influenced by security 
concerns. There was fear of future irredentist claims by Palestinian Arabs and 
apprehension that Arab villages along the new borders could serve as pen-
etration points and become bases for subversive militias. After all, many of 
the PAI families had kin ties with Arab refugees in neighboring countries, 
and some were remnants of hamulas that were artificially divided during the 
war.23 It was conceivable that some sympathy and loyalty would be displayed 
toward their co-nationals. Jewish society and the governing institutions, in 
turn, tended to associate the PAI minority with their enemies.24

The Jewish state sought to create a demographic presence that would in-
crease its capacity to exercise sovereignty in frontier areas that were seen as 
potentially contentious, particularly along the border line. At the time, the 
Arab population was mainly concentrated in three geographical areas: the 
Galilee, where in 1948 approximately 58 percent of the Arab population re-
sided; the Negev, inhabited by about 8 percent of the Arab population (mostly 
Bedouin); and the area known as the “Little Triangle” along Israel’s northeast-
ern armistice line of the West Bank of Transjordan, where about 18 percent 
of the Arabs lived.25 One of the most useful ways to extend state control to 
these areas was to nationalize Arab-owned land through expropriation, and 
then to build new Jewish settlements on the expropriated land.26 This practice 
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was consistent with the desire to settle the enormous inflows of Jewish im-
migrants and the demand for more land for cultivation in Jewish agricultural 
settlements.27

In 1949 the Knesset passed the Emergency Land Requisition Law and 
in 1953 the Land Acquisition Law; both laws allowed the state to expropri-
ate land for security needs. The definition of “security needs” was left vague, 
allowing the state all but unchecked authority to seize Arab lands. Oren 
Yiftachel has argued that the government identified areas with large concen-
trations of Arabs, including areas that were abandoned during the war, as “in-
ternal frontiers” that needed to be controlled by the Jewish majority.28 These 
regions included the Galilee region (where only 12 percent of the population 
in 1949 was Jewish), the Little Triangle, the Negev desert, and the Jerusalem 
area. Land nationalization, or expropriation, took place primarily in these 
regions, and the nationalized land was used for the establishment of new 
Jewish settlements, revealing the close relationship between nationalization 
and Judaization. The predominantly Jewish Shlomi, Upper Nazareth, Carm-
iel, Ma’alot (all in the Galilee), Giva’t Yearim, Shoresh (both in the Jerusalem 
area), and Omer (Negev) are all examples of new settlements that were built 
on nationalized land previously owned by Palestine Arabs. 

The Absentee Property Law, passed in 1950, further allowed the state to 
seize land abandoned during the war by Arabs, even those Arabs who became 
legal citizens of Israel. Tens of thousands of Arabs were internally displaced 
in the aftermath of the war, and many received the incoherent legal status of 
“present absentees,” which under the provision of the law made their land 
susceptible to nationalization by the state. The exact amount of land national-
ized over the years is hard to determine. Several scholars have estimated that 
the Arabs in Israel lost about 70 percent of the land they owned.29

The same pattern of land policies continued several decades after state 
establishment. Not a single new village, town, or settlement was built for 
the PAI since the state declared its independence, whereas dozens of Jew-
ish settlements were constructed. In the Galilee, for example, a “Judaization” 
plan, called “The New Development Plan for the Galilee,” was introduced in 
1975. According to the plan, privately owned land was to be expropriated 
and designated for building new settlements. In the six years that followed 
(1976–1982), more than 40 new settlements (also called Mitzpim) were built 
in the Galilee, all for the benefit of Jewish populations.30 By the late 1970s, ap-
proximately 90 percent of the land in Israel was owned by either the state or 
the JNF and administered by the ILA.31
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Although Yiftachel and Rumley found that the Judaization policy had 
some benefits for the Arabs, particularly employment opportunities in newly 
established industrial estates and the acceleration of the modernization pro-
cess that began in the 1950s, there is little dispute that the overall social and 
economic impact was seriously damaging.32 The compensation given for the 
expropriated land never matched its value.33 The land that was confiscated 
was often the best land for agricultural cultivation. Because many of the PAI 
depended on agriculture for their livelihood in the 1950s, their means of live-
lihood was thus severely affected. Add to that the discriminatory land-leasing 
practices that generated disincentives for investment and development of the 
leased land as well as discriminatory water allocation policies, and the out-
come was expanding underdevelopment.34

A related effect of the land policies was that many Arabs were compelled 
to work as hired labor in Jewish villages or in more modern Jewish-owned 
industries. This transition, however, was not without its difficulties because 
PAI mobility within Israel was restricted under the Military Government, as 
shall be elaborated upon in Chapter 4, and many did not have the skills re-
quired by the various industries. In the short and medium terms, Israeli land 
policies compelled the PAI minority to take steps toward integrating into the 
Jewish economy. By 1961, more than half of the Arab workers were employed 
outside their local village, in occupations such as drivers, waiters, unskilled 
construction workers, or other low-skill jobs.35

For the Negev Bedouins, in particular, land policies had destructive ef-
fects. Much of the land they inhabited, mostly in the northern part of the 
desert, was apportioned for Kibbutz settlements and new development towns 
in what the state perceived for a long time as frontier territory. As a result, the 
majority of the Bedouins were relocated and concentrated in a much smaller 
portion of the territory. Furthermore, their sources of livelihood dwindled as 
the economy was oriented toward absorbing the new Jewish migrants who 
settled in the Negev.36 Scores of Bedouin villages, located outside the con-
tained relocation area, remained unrecognized as legal by the state. By es-
chewing recognition, the state relieved itself of providing basic infrastructure, 
such as running water, electricity, health services, and schools. Lack of formal 
status for these villages also gave the state legal tools to continue to “redeem 
land” by demolishing buildings, evicting residents, and planning projects on 
these lands as if they were uninhabited. State authority to ignore the existence 
of these villages was entrenched in the 1965 Planning and Construction Law. 
The law classified lands on which these villages existed as agricultural lands 



61State Autonomy, Marginalization, and Grievances

on which construction was illegal. Although new Jewish settlements were not 
usually built on these lands, they were designated for agriculture (and thus 
often transferred to the administration of agricultural Jewish local authori-
ties) and nature reserves. 

The complex relationship between religion and state also reflected the 
embedding of Jewish dominance in the state. Israel adopted Judaism as its 
official religion. Although the substantive meaning of this relationship, the 
balance between civil individual rights and the role of religion in the public 
sphere have always been subject to contestation, the Jewish religion nonethe-
less gained an official status as attempts at intra-Jewish accommodation were 
made.37 The state formed a government ministry for religious affairs and inte-
grated religious courts into its judicial system to deal with matters of personal 
status. Religious holidays were incorporated into the national calendar and 
declared official public holidays. The Sabbath became an official day of rest in 
which public services were not supplied and labor was restricted. 

Anchoring religion into state institutions made it far easier for the non-
Zionist orthodox community, already troubled by the establishment of the 
Jewish state, to become members of the community. On the other hand, this 
arrangement also somewhat blurred the lines between Jewish religion and 
Jewish nationality; comparative research reveals that when national bound-
aries are informed by divisions along the lines of religion, boundaries of 
exclusion become even less permeable for minorities.38 Thus, even though 
the leaders of the Jewish national movement and Israel’s state builders were 
secular and not motivated by religious faith, the institutional arrangement 
they agreed on in order to accommodate intra-Jewish diversity accentuated 
majority-minority differentiation.

As the main motivation behind this arrangement was an attempt to rec-
oncile different perspectives among the Jewish majority, state elites did not 
formulate a coherent and comprehensive policy regarding the non-Jewish 
minority. At the time, the vast majority of the PAI minority were Muslim. 
Muslims constituted about 70 percent of the non-Jewish population (Chris-
tians were about 21 percent and Druze slightly more than 9 percent).39 “The 
status of Islam in the Jewish state was never a priority and was rarely a matter 
of discussion at high government levels.”40 Nonetheless, the integration of re-
ligion into the state had an impact on the relatively large Muslim population 
in particular. State religious Muslim courts were introduced, with jurisdiction 
over the Muslim community in matters similar to those addressed by Jewish 
courts. The Muslim Supreme Council, responsible for religious affairs, was 



62 Chapter 3

dissolved; state bureaucrats were appointed in its place, engendering severe 
resentment among religious Arab elites.41 Jurisdiction over Muslim communal 
institutions was divided between various government ministries, including 
the ministries of Minority Affairs, Religious Affairs, and Education, and the 
Office of the Advisor to the Prime Minister on Arab Affairs. Fragmentation, 
rivalry over areas of responsibility, and short-term measures, rather than a 
coherent vision, characterized the practices of the various arms of the Israeli 
bureaucracy and prevented the development of a comprehensive policy on 
communal institutions.42

Yet another facet that shaped the walls of exclusion was military-society 
relations. Not only were the security forces converted from the pre-state Jew-
ish Haganah, but the prolonged conflict with Israel’s Arab neighbors, which 
was perceived by most Israeli Jews as existential, made the army an institu-
tion of paramount societal importance. The need to maintain a strong armed 
force was a core consensual issue in Jewish discourse in Israel. In the first 
two decades of the state’s existence, between 8 and 16 percent of the annual 
GNP was spent on defense (during the wars of 1956 and 1967, defense spend-
ing was higher).43 Mandatory enlistment of most Jewish men and women, 
coupled with annual reserve duty for Jewish men for as long as thirty days a 
year, sometimes even longer, resulted in the army being not insulated from 
society but rather embedded in it, and contributed to the blurring of differ-
ences between soldier and citizen. 

The army played two relevant roles in society. First, it was a means to 
construct a more cohesive Jewish nation from the diverse Jewish popula-
tions that arrived in Israel from numerous countries. It fulfilled this function 
through enlistment as well as through activity in civilian spheres. Uri Ben-
Eliezer describes, for example, how the army was involved in the ma'abarot,
the camps in which most of the new immigrants were initially housed; in 
providing education to new immigrants; and in childcare, medical care, and 
other welfare and social services.44 This involvement was seen as a way for 
enhancing the connection with the recent arrivals. Second, the army served 
as a means for upward mobility in Israeli society and for improving indi-
vidual and group standing. Yagil Levy demonstrated how, over the decades, 
individuals from previously marginalized groups within Jewish society have 
been able to integrate into the military and play increasingly more important 
roles in its ranks.45

Furthermore, the prominence of security questions has given the army a 
high public standing that allowed it to be involved in setting policies pertain-
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ing to the Arab-Israeli conflict, as well as in other civil spheres.46 An officer 
class emerged in Israel, whose opinions on political and social issues mattered 
in public opinion. To attract voters, political parties often recruited retired 
generals and former members of the security apparatus to their ranks. Con-
spicuous examples include, among many others, Moshe Dayan, who served 
as chief of staff between 1953 and 1958, and Lieutenant General Yigal Alon, 
who retired from the army in 1950.47

Because of their delicate situation as both Israeli citizens and Palestine 
Arabs, and because they were widely associated with the state’s external 
enemies, the Arab citizens of Israel (with the exception of the Druze) were 
exempted from mandatory army service. The impact was that the PAI were 
excluded from a crucial aspect in the continuation of the nation-building 
process after the state was formally established, and had no access to an im-
portant channel for upward mobility in social and political life.

There were many other areas in which state policies privileged the domi-
nant group. According to some scholars, the welfare system purposefully 
discriminated against the Arab minority.48 Others found discrimination in 
allocation of resources to PAI schools and local authorities.49 Beyond adding 
more specific examples, the general point is that the intrinsic lack of state au-
tonomy from the Jewish national movement translated into state rule-mak-
ing and policies that disadvantaged the PAI minority. The state, over which 
the Jewish national movement exercised propriety, set rules that facilitated 
Jewish domination and gave the dominant majority clear preference in access 
to resources and opportunities in numerous ways. The state was practically 
impenetrable to the minority.

State Autonomy Since the 1990s

The lack of state autonomy has remained largely intact in almost all major 
dimensions well into the 1990s and the 2000s, when ethnonationalist mo-
bilization was accelerating. The foundational principles remained relatively 
resilient to PAI demands. Jewish ownership of the state remained reflected in 
the ethnic identity of the personnel at the lower level and senior ranks of the 
bureaucracy: In 1992, Arabs constituted only 2.1 percent of all civil service 
employees in Israel.50 According to the NGO Sikkuy: The Association for Ad-
vancement of Civic Equality in Israel, only thirteen of 966 people sitting on 
the boards of directors of government companies and only one of 604 senior 
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executives in government executives were members of the PAI minority in 
the year 2000.51

The social identity of the military apparatus has also continued to be sig-
nificant for state-ethnicity relations. PAI exclusion from mandatory conscrip-
tion appears inevitable as long as Israel is still in conflict with other Arabs and 
Palestinians—and indeed PAI elites have persistently rejected suggestions of 
conscription.52 And yet, the prominent role that the army has continued to 
play in civil and political life has remained significant. Ben-Eliezer has sug-
gested that the protracted conflict has engendered a society that is a “nation-
in-arms,” characterized by mutually penetrating civic-military relations.53

Questions of security and politics have continued to be intertwined in Israel 
and the security apparatus is still held in high regard in the eyes of the Jewish 
majority.54 As a result of the military’s high social standing, leading figures in 
the security apparatus have continued to be recruited into the highest ranks 
in politics upon retirement.55 Only five of eighteen chiefs of staff who served 
since Israel’s creation did not enter politics. Conspicuous examples of retired 
generals that served in senior government positions over the last two decades 
include the late prime minister Yitzhak Rabin, Prime Ministers Ariel Sharon 
and Ehud Barak; Shaul Mofaz; Moshe Ya’alon; Binyamin Ben-Eliezer; Matan 
Vilna’i; Danny Yatom; and many others. Some of those who choose not to 
engage in formal politics often appear in the media to provide what is deemed 
professional analysis on questions that cross into the civilian sphere. Some 
form reserve-officers associations, for example, the Council for Peace and 
Security, as pressure groups to express what are claimed to be authoritative 
views on questions of security that are central in Israeli politics. Of course, 
the military’s authority in the military-civil relations should not be overstated. 
Civilian oversight of the armed forces is not in jeopardy the way the French 
Fourth Republic’s civilian authority was.56 At the same time, military person-
nel continue to be highly influential in society and politics.57

Just as in earlier decades, the lack of state insulation from the interests of 
the dominant majority affects policies of resource distribution. For example, 
service in the army continues to be tied to social benefits. While in many 
countries soldiers receive compensation for an enduring and often very de-
manding military service that sometimes involves putting one’s life at risk, 
in Israel some benefits are also extended to the immediate family of the sol-
diers.58 One of the most significant areas in which differentiation in the distri-
bution of these benefits come into play is in allocation of National Insurance 
Institute (NII) allowances to families living underneath the poverty line. At 
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the turn of the twenty-first century, NII allowances reduced the overall num-
ber of families living in poverty among the general population by about 45 
percent. The number of PAI families living in poverty as a result from NII 
allowances, however, was reduced by only 23.3 percent.59

The ongoing lack of state autonomy has continued to get reflected in land 
policies as well. By the early 2000s, about 93 percent of the nonresidential land 
was already owned either by the state or the JNF and administered by the ILA, 
and still no new PAI settlement was built compared to dozens of new Jewish 
settlements.60 Although expropriation of Arab-owned land has slowed down 
considerably since 1976, it was mainly because close to 90 percent of the non-
residential land had already been nationalized by the 1980s.61 A more subtle 
way of increasing majority control over land has been the transfer of PAI-
owned land to the jurisdiction of Jewish local governments through amalga-
mation of local authorities. According to Yiftachel, by the mid-1990s, only 
2.5 percent of the country’s local government area was under the jurisdiction 
of PAI local government.62 Such amalgamation projects have provided legal 
mechanisms to utilize the land in the way that is advantageous to the major-
ity of the population under the jurisdiction of the enlarged local government 
while preventing PAI expansion and construction of new neighborhoods.63

Likewise, scores of PAI villages retained their “unrecognized” status. 
There is no official data regarding the number of unrecognized villages, but 
the Association of Forty, a PAI NGO concerned with the issue, estimated 
that at the beginning of the twenty-first century about 70,000 Bedouins lived 
in unrecognized villages, mostly in the Negev Desert (approximately 10,000 
were said to inhabit unrecognized villages in the North).64 One of the most 
direct implications has been that the highest rates of unemployment and pov-
erty in the country exist among the Negev Bedouin.65

Finally, Jewish ownership of the state has continued to be reflected in im-
migration policies as immigration laws have continued to embody the goals 
of the Jewish national movement exclusively, just as they did since the enact-
ment of the Law of Return and the Citizenship Law in the early 1950s. The 
proportion of Jews living in Israel increased from around 27 percent of world 
Jewry in 1985 to over 40 percent by 2005, largely a result of mass immigra-
tion of over one million Jews from the former Soviet Union throughout the 
1990s.66 As a consequence, the relative size of the Arabs in Israel (20 percent 
in 2009) has increased far less than it would have despite high natural growth 
rates that saw the population increase from around 800,000 in the late 1980s 
to close to 1.5 million in 2009.67
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Furthermore, a 2003 legislation that prevents Palestinians from the West 
Bank and Gaza who marry Israeli citizens from obtaining citizenship or a 
permanent resident status has placed further constraints on the PAI. Accord-
ing to figures released by the Ministry of Interior to the Israeli press, between 
1993 and 2002 about 100,000 Palestinians immigrated to Israel through mar-
riage.68 Rouhana’s observation that in times of conflict the Jewish identity of 
the state intensifies appears to get reflected through reformulation of immi-
gration rules.69 The head of Israel’s security service, the Shin Bet, reportedly 
revealed that about 11 percent of the PAI who were involved in terror activity 
during the second intifada (literally, “shaking off ”), which started in the fall 
of 2000, entered Israel through marriage to a PAI partner.70

While lack of state autonomy has persisted, it should be noted that the 
relationship between the organizations of the Jewish national movement and 
the state has loosened over the years as the state sought to limit the role of 
alternative organizations. The UJA, which in the prestate period and in the 
early days of statehood, transferred most of its donations to the JA and Israel, 
has incrementally reduced its allocations to Israel to below 40 percent.71 Simi-
larly, the JA, although still active in immigration, absorption, and settlement, 
has been downsized considerably and its scope of activities, particularly in 
the economy, has been reduced as a result of economic liberalization and 
privatization in Israel.72

Furthermore, access to civil service employment somewhat improved in 
the 2000s. The proportion of Arabs serving on boards of directors of state 
companies grew to 6.7 percent in 2003 and 8 percent in 2005.73 The number 
of PAI employees in the civil service has also increased. If in 1992, only 2.1 
percent of all civil service employees were PAI, by the end of 2002, Arabs ac-
counted for 6.1 employees of all civil service employees (mainly in health and 
education services).74 The number then declined to 5.5 percent in the mid-
2000s.75 The overall rise has been a product of two pieces of legislation that 
aimed to address structural discrimination.76 Likewise, the first PAI board 
member of the ILA was appointed in 1999; the Supreme Court had its first 
Arab judge, Justice Salim Jubran; Oscar Abu-Razek was the first Arab to be 
appointed to the position of director general of a government ministry (Min-
istry of Interior); and Arab ministers have been appointed to junior posts on 
occasion: Labor’s Salah Tarif, a Druze, served as a minister without portfolio 
between March 2001 and January 2002, and Labor’s Raleb Majadele served 
as minister of science, culture, and sport from 2007 to 2009 (Majadele also 
served as a minister without portfolio for a short period). 



67State Autonomy, Marginalization, and Grievances

The changes that have taken place in the state apparatus, however, have 
not been linear. Sustainable, irreversible movement in the direction of inclu-
sion has yet to be consolidated. Arab presence in the bureaucracy is still far 
from reflective of this minority’s relative size. More significantly, the situa-
tion in the civil administration does not appear to constitute a consequential 
structural change that gets reflected in resource allocation.77

The significance of this description of state institutions and policies is to 
stress that, despite variation on the margins, state autonomy and PAI exclu-
sion have remained relatively consistent from state inception. Distribution 
of resources was and remains overwhelmingly in favor of the Jewish popula-
tion. And yet, minority political activism has transitioned considerably. Thus, 
the Jewish character of the state cannot solely account for transitions in PAI 
political activism.

Grievances

If the Jewish character of the state cannot account for transitions in minority 
political mobilization and demands, grievances might. One potential expla-
nation for Arab quiescence in the first two decades is that living under the ju-
risdiction of the Jewish state did not, in fact, generate unyielding grievances. 
An argument can be put forth, and has sometimes been made by observers, 
that compared to the conditions of life of their co-nationals living in refugee 
camps in the West Bank, Lebanon, Jordan, and other neighboring countries, 
the situation of the Palestinian Arabs in Israel was significantly better as a 
result of modernization and could have encouraged positive attitudes toward 
the state despite the ethnically exclusive national identity that it embodied.78

After all, the effects of state policies and state-driven modernization were not 
exclusively negative. For example, improved access to clean drinking water, 
the introduction of modern agricultural techniques and new machinery, and 
the growth in income from agriculture from the mid-1950s (due to the in-
crease in value of Arab products in Israeli markets) contributed to a rise in 
the standard of living for some.79 Likewise, the introduction of a free universal 
education system had dramatically increased Arab access to education and 
literacy rates. Between 1948 and 1955, the number of state primary schools 
in the Arab sector rose from 59 to 112 (by 1960, there were 139 Arab primary 
schools), the number of teachers grew from 250 to 740, and the number of 
pupils grew from 10,000 to 24,863.80
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Available sources, however, suggest that it is not contentment that accounts 
for lack of mobilization. A disclaimer that should be stressed immediately is 
that the tools available for a thorough evaluation of the sentiments of the mi-
nority in the first two decades of Israel’s existence are limited. In the 1950s and 
1960s, there were very few systematic studies about the PAI that engaged this 
minority, and almost no public opinion surveys of Arab attitudes. 

One invaluable source is field research by Don Peretz, a Middle East 
scholar, in the mid- to late 1950s. Informed by personal contacts with mem-
bers of the PAI, Peretz’s study reveals deep misgivings.81 Peretz noted that 
many Arab citizens of Israel complained they were second-class citizens. 
Discriminatory immigration and citizenship laws, socioeconomic gaps, land 
expropriation, employment policies, the government’s stance on Palestinian 
refugees, and new local administrations all generated bitterness, resentment, 
and suspicion toward state authorities.

Peretz’s findings are confirmed by a public opinion survey conducted by 
Yochanan Peres in 1967. The survey found that most of the Arab citizens of 
Israel felt that in the first two decades of Israel’s existence, they made less prog-
ress than Palestinians in the West Bank in the spheres of economics and edu-
cation. This finding debunks the proposition that the PAI were satisfied with 
the positive impacts of state-led modernization.82 Furthermore, 48 percent of 
the PAI responded that they would feel more at home in an Arab state than in 
Israel, while only 37 percent responded that they feel better in Israel.83

A final source that can provide some evidence on sentiments among PAI 
elites, and which has been used by Ian Lustick in his influential work on the 
Arab minority in Israel, is Arab literature.84 Much of the Palestinian Arab 
poetry and literature during this period dealt with victimization, the exile of 
refugees, regaining the lost homeland, and pride and self-empowerment. 

The late Palestinian intellectual Abdul Latif Tibawi suggested that much of 
the Palestinian literature of the time emulated key motifs in the Zionist narra-
tives that dealt with similar issues in the Jewish context.85 For example, some 
writers and poets framed the questions of refugees and the retrieval of the lost 
homeland in a manner that resembled the way in which Zionism in the pre-
state period envisioned a return.86 Influenced by the success of the Zionists, 
Tibawi even adopted the terms new Zionism and Arab Zionism to describe 
Palestinian national aspirations, building on the idea of a dispersed and perse-
cuted minority that will eventually return to and liberate its homeland.87

Others wrote of national pride in the face of government policies and 
discrimination. Probably the most noteworthy writers in this context were 
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the author Emil Habibi, who was also a Communist Party Member of Knes-
set (MK), and the poets Mahmud Darwish and Samih al-Qasim. In one of 
his most acclaimed and widely referenced poems from the mid-1960s, “The 
Identity Card” (a reference to the nationality clause in the identity card that 
distinguishes between Jewish nationals and non-Jews), Darwish expresses 
national pride as well as his conviction of the Arabs’ rightful ownership of the 
land appropriated by the Jewish state:88

Write down, I am an Arab!
Fifty thousand is my number, 
Eight children, the ninth will come 

next summer.
Angry? Write down, I am an Arab . . .

You stole the vineyards of my
parents,

The lands I used to plough,
And left us nothing but these rocks—
Will your government take them too,

as has been said?89

In “Our Threadbare Shirt,” al-Qasim, in a defiant voice, stresses deep PAI 
connections to the land, as well as the imperative of not giving up on Arab rights 
to it despite the lack of material opportunities. The idea of return also features:

Our staying in this land is suicide,
Bookworms crowd my books,
A feeling of death clouds my heart, 
I have searched for work until my 

shoes are worn out.
Employment Bureaus always say:
“Wait, wait, wait!”
I have been insulted, despised 

and cursed.

It is a disgrace to sell our ancestral
lands.

Our roots in the womb of this land
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Are strong and stretch out far.
As long as our threadbare shirt
Streams in the wind of misery,
The banner of return will remain

on high.90

In 1960, Habibi, in an article in the Arab literary periodical al-Jadid, ex-
pressed sentiments of Israel as an imperialist power that builds a nation by 
depriving and victimizing the weak and vulnerable Arabs: “The total rejec-
tion of the rights of the Arabs, and the curious belief in the eternity of im-
perialism—are like two rats nibbling away at the foundations of peace and 
brotherhood that we are trying to hold on to with our full force . . . it is impos-
sible to build one nation on the rubble of another.”91

It should be stressed that poetry and literature are less reliable as a source 
for evaluating national beliefs and political sentiments, because they are in-
dicative of political sentiments among a segment of the intelligentsia only, 
rather than the mass population. On the other hand, intelligentsias have been 
identified by several scholars of nationalism as being a main driving force 
behind the spread of nationalist sentiments among masses in the first place.92

Intense ethnonationalist sentiments expressed by the intelligentsia that are 
not accompanied or followed up on by the establishment of political orga-
nizations and mobilization are still very much within the framework of the 
phenomenon that needs to be explained. 

Ultimately, taken together, the evidence suggests that PAI passivity in the 
first two decades should not be attributed to contentment or an absence of 
distinct sentiments of minority nationalism. Bitterness and a strong desire to 
reconstitute the institutional framework existed from very early on despite the 
relative political passivity that characterized the 1950s and 1960s. Similarly, 
transition to independent political mobilization cannot be accounted for by 
changes in political and material inequality and grievances. The absence of 
large-scale independent political activism to mount a significant challenge to 
the lack of state autonomy and the transition to activism through the Com-
munist Party are accounted for in the next chapter. 
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From Quiescence to the Communist Party

Arab politics transitioned dramatically within three decades. The ethnically 
defined nationalism of the prestate period was replaced by relative quiescence 
in the first two decades that followed Israel’s independence. In the 1950s and 
1960s, most Arab elites were concerned with guaranteeing immediate local 
interests and complied with ruling stratum practices. Ethnonationalist claims 
were made only by a handful of unorganized, if outspoken, intellectuals. Initial 
passivity then gave way to mobilization in the binational Israel Communist 
Party (ICP), which throughout most of the 1970s and 1980s was the single 
most popular political organization among Arab voters. Changing patterns 
of mobilization were accompanied by changing political demands When the 
Communists came to the forefront of independent Arab mobilization, they 
articulated national level political demands, which largely focused on distri-
bution of resources. The transition, as the previous chapter demonstrated, is 
not correlated with grievances or the degree of Jewish hold on the state. It was 
in large part a result of broader changes in state-society relations in Israel and 
the beginning of a trend of dispersion of political power. 

Patterns of Arab Mobilization 

To observe that PAI politics was characterized by relative passivity in the first 
two decades is not to say that Arabs were absent from politics altogether. First, 
there were Arab MKs in party lists affiliated with the governing Mapa’i Party. 
These were clientelistic lists that toed the line of the governing party and were 
in no way independent (how these lists came about and were controlled will 
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be discussed below in the section on centralized power). When proposals to 
ease PAI difficulties were put to a Knesset vote, for example, propositions to 
role back the Military Government that administered Arab inhabited regions 
until 1966, these Arab MKs typically voted with the government against re-
moving the restrictions. Otherwise, the PAI were almost invisible in the Is-
raeli political scene during the 1950s and most of the 1960s. 

The Early Days of the Communists

The little Arab involvement in politics that was in opposition to the central 
government in the first decades of Israel's existence was pursued through 
the ICP. The party incorporated Arabs into its ranks and usually had one or 
two Arab MKs. The ICP, however, was not an ethnically based PAI organiza-
tion that claimed to advance an ethnonational agenda on behalf of the Arab 
community, even though its MKs continuously protested against the dis-
crimination suffered by the minority. Ideologically, the ICP claimed to be an 
internationalist, or at least a communally neutral, non-Zionist party focused 
on class politics. Sociologically, most of the party leadership at the time was 
Jewish, a characteristic inherited from the prestate period. 

In the first place, the Communist Party was established by Jewish im-
migrants from Russia who took part in the 1917 Communist Revolution and 
exported its ideas.1 It participated in the Jewish Yishuv politics but was mar-
ginal and usually received between 1 to 3 percent of the votes to the Yishuv’s 
Electoral Council. In 1924, the party was accepted by the Soviets to the Co-
mintern. Its ongoing Jewishness earned it rebuke from the Executive Com-
mittee of the Communist International (ECCI), which frequently criticized 
the party for not doing enough to incorporate Arabs.2 In 1944 the ICP began 
publishing a weekly paper in Arabic, al-Ittihad (the Union) in an attempt to 
reach out to the Arab population. Nevertheless, the sociological characteris-
tics of members of the party remained primarily Jewish for a long time. 

Taking their cues from the Soviets, the Communists formally opposed 
all forms of nationalism and, before the UN partition resolution in 1947, 
advocated the establishment of a secular communist state for both Jewish 
and Arab workers in the whole of mandatory Palestine. The party's opposi-
tion to Zionism and adherence to the Soviets resulted in expulsion from the 
Histadrut in 1924.3 Likewise, Arab nationalism in Palestine was viewed by 
the party as detrimental to the unified class struggle against imperialism.4
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Opposition to it sometimes went beyond the Soviet position. For example, 
whereas the Soviets characterized events such as the 1929 Arab riots as a 
“revolutionary uprising,” the Communists in Palestine viewed this event as a 
nationalist-driven pogrom.5

Although claiming to oppose nationalism, the Communist Party, follow-
ing Soviet directives, accepted the UN plan of 1947 to partition Palestine into 
two states, Jewish and Arab.6 Meir Vilner, the party’s elected representative to 
the People’s Electoral Council, signed Israel’s Declaration of Independence 
on behalf of the party. Despite signing on to the Jewish state, the party, now 
called the Israel Communist Party, protested from the outset against the con-
stitution of the new state in a manner that marginalized the Arab minor-
ity. Its Hebrew publication Qol ha-Am (voice of the people) was particularly 
vocal in condemning the Military Administration, imposed in Arab regions, 
as oppressive and even fascist.7 However, the ICP did not object to the Law of 
Return when it was enacted. Publicly expressing understanding, shortly after 
the Holocaust, for a genuine need to ensure the protection of Jews, the ICP 
chose instead to focus on the difficulties faced by Arab residents of Israel in 
attaining citizenship.8 Thus the ICP called for extending the Law of Return 
to include the Palestine Arab refugees and the displaced people of the 1947–
1949 war.9 Despite its acceptance of the Partition Plan and the Law of Return, 
the party called for a disengagement of the state from world Jewry and for the 
creation of a socialist regime, thus seeking to reconstitute the state and alter 
the norms guiding distribution of resources. On the whole, the ICP and its 
positions remained marginal in Israeli politics. 

Although the ICP was mostly dominated by a Jewish leadership stratum 
during the 1950s and early 1960s (the general secretary and the majority of the 
Central Committee were Jewish), Arab integration into the party slowly took 
place during this period. The Arabs who joined the party were mostly secu-
lar, educated urbanites who were less committed to the traditional hamula 
practices and were attracted to the egalitarian doctrine of the Communists. 
These Arabs were mostly nonpracticing Christians from Haifa, Nazareth, and 
Jerusalem. By the end of the 1950s, support for the Communists was greater 
among Arabs than among Jews.10

Growing electoral support from the Arab minority was not reflected in 
the composition of the party’s central institutions. Like other communist 
parties in the world, the ICP’s main institutions were a Central Committee 
of approximately twenty members, of whom, in 1961, there were only five 
Arabs; a Political Bureau of seven members, of whom only two were Arabs; 
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and a secretary general, who was invariably Jewish.11 The parliamentary list 
also did not reflect the proportion of PAI support for the party. There were no 
more than two Arab MKs when the party won six or more seats in Knesset 
elections, and one Arab MK when it won four seats.12 Tawfik Toubi and the 
author Emil Habibi, both Christians from the mixed city of Haifa, were the 
party’s Arab MKs until 1965. 

Rakah’s Turn 

In 1965, an Arab majority faction, joined by the veteran Meir Vilner and 
some of his pro-Soviet Jewish followers, seceded from the ICP to form the 
New Communist Party (Rakah) in protest over their marginalization in the 
ICP. The majority of the Arab party members moved to Rakah while most 
of the Jewish leadership remained in the ICP.13 The split followed vociferous 
complaints by Arab party members that the Jewish majority in the Central 
Committee was excluding them from decision-making, practically setting 
up a Jewish controlled party.14 Many felt that their underrepresentation was 
reflected in the party’s position on regional issues. Most conspicuously, in a 
period of increasing regional tensions leading up to the 1967 war, the Jewish 
leadership of the ICP, notwithstanding minor exceptions, was no longer will-
ing to conform to the Soviet position that identified Israel with western im-
perialism and viewed it as the sole culprit in the conflict. Instead, most of the 
Jewish leadership tended to view Egypt’s Nasser and his allies as the primary 
source of regional tensions.15

The formation of Rakah was a turning point in Arab politics in Israel. It 
launched a process that changed the character of PAI involvement in Israeli 
politics as Arabs were increasingly at the forefront of an independent po-
litical organization. The new forms of political mobilization came with new 
demands on behalf of the PAI minority. The party argued against distribu-
tion of resources on the basis of ethnicity and in favor of redistribution on 
the basis of class and social need. They called for ethnically blind, instead of 
ethnocentric, state policies. Following the lead of the Soviets, their demands 
were cast around claims that universal citizenship and social criteria, rather 
than ethnic affiliation, should determine the allocation of resources by the 
state. Party officials insisted that Israeliness was an important part of the 
minority’s identity and enhancing civic identity was an important priority.16

The types of demands and claims made on behalf of the minority at the time 
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led the well-regarded Minorities at Risk Project to classify the Arab minor-
ity in Israel as an ethnoclass rather than as an ethnonation or a national 
minority.17

Following the break-up from the ICP, party assets were divided between 
the splitting parties such that Rakah held on to the Arab newspaper al-Ittihad,
and the real-estate in Arab populated areas (mostly towns and cities) and in 
the mixed urban vicinities of Haifa and Ramlah. The Jewish-led ICP received 
ownership over the Hebrew paper and the old party’s assets in the Tel Aviv vi-
cinity.18 Gaining possession of these resources, the Arab political activists be-
came less dependent on Jewish leadership for mobilization and could set new 
priorities; Rakah now focused on increasing its presence and mobilization 
capacity among the Arab population. Whereas the ICP had barely fourteen 
branches in Arab localities in the 1950s, Rakah had seventy-nine branches in 
Arab population centers by 1981 and ninety-five by 1985.19

At the same time, Rakah insisted that, in contrast to the old ICP, it was 
going to truly adhere to the principle of maintaining an overarching cross-
communal identity. The party defined itself as binational rather than eth-
nically exclusive. It made provisions to ensure Jewish representation in its 
institutions, including in the position of secretary general, which was held 
by Vilner. Although the party traditionally kept information regarding its 
membership secretive, one source estimated that about one third of party 
members were Jewish shortly after the split.20

The composition of Rakah’s Knesset faction reflected the structural 
changes and the new direction of the party. Following the 1965 elections, 
the party had two Arab MKs (the veterans Toubi and Habibi) and one Jew-
ish MK (Vilner). A Jewish candidate was placed fourth on the list. Prior to 
the 1977 elections, Rakah joined forces with Jewish socialist groups, such as 
the Black Panthers and the Israeli Socialist Left, to form Hadash—the Dem-
ocratic Front for Peace and Equality (DFPE), as it attempted to buttress its 
image as a socially focused party with an integrative Jewish-Arab composi-
tion.21 Nonetheless, through the 1970s and 1980s, there would not be a situ-
ation where the party had more Jewish than Arab MKs. Within the DFPE, 
Rakah maintained its independence and set the tone. Only one of the seats 
the DFPE won in the elections held between 1977 and 1988 was allocated 
to a non-Communist member: Charlie Biton of the Black Panthers move-
ment. The Communist Party in Israel was no longer Jewish-dominated. It 
was a party in which Arabs were at the forefront and were able to influence 
the agenda.
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The presence of a visible and vociferous Arab leadership in an independent 
political organization was appealing to PAI voters. Rakah recorded a relative 
victory over the ICP in the 1965 elections when it won three Knesset seats 
and twice as many votes as the Jewish-led Communist Party, which managed 
to win only a single seat.22 A similar allocation of Knesset seats followed the 
1969 elections, although with a greater extent of ethnic voting: Rakah signifi-
cantly increased its electoral support among Arab voters whereas the ICP, in 
contrast, won only minimal support in Arab populated areas.23 By 1973, the 
Jewish-led faction lost its ability to compete altogether.

From 1977, Rakah surpassed the Labor Party, the descendant of Mapa’i, 
and its clientelist lists as the most popular choice among the Arab electorate, 
leading to the eventual demise of the clientelistic factions.24 Table 1 demon-
strates the transition “from clientelism to communism” and the rise in pop-
ularity of the Communist Party among Arab voters during the 1970s and 
1980s, as the party gained the support of between one third and one half of 
the PAI electorate. 

While the balance of power between Jews and Arabs changed from the 
late 1960s, the sociological profile of the Arab leadership of Rakah did not 
change at a similar pace. The Arab leadership remained composed of mostly 
educated urban Christians. It was only following the elections of 1973 that 

Table 1.  PAI Vote (%) for Communists and Labor and Clientelist Lists, 
1949–1988 Elections

Year of Labor and clientelist lists Communists (ICP, 1949–1961;  
election (combined) Rakah, 1965–1973; DFPE, 1977–1988)

1949 61.3 22.2
1951 66.5 16.3
1955 62.4 15.6
1959 52.0 10.0
1961 50.8 22.7
1965 50.1 22.6
1969 56.9 28.9
1973 41.7 38.7
1977 27.0 50.6
1981 29.0 37.9
1984 23 33.0
1988 20.4 33.0

Data from Stendel, Arabs of Israel, 290 and Knesset Website, http://www.knesset.gov.il.

http://www.knesset.gov.il
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Rakah had its first Muslim MK, Tawfik Zayyad, a poet from Nazareth and the 
town’s mayor from 1975. Most of the leading echelon remained dispropor-
tionately composed of Christians, who constituted a minority of 14 percent of 
the Arab population. It took fifteen more years and four more parliamentary 
elections for the party to have a second Muslim MK, Hashem Mahmeed, the 
former mayor of the Muslim town of Umm al-Fahm. 

The electoral appeal of the party to Arab voters was not hindered by the 
distinctive social characteristics of the leadership, perhaps indicating that 
the religious background of activists was not a particularly salient issue. A 
large part of the party’s electoral success can be attributed to the organizational 
capacity and resources at the hands of the party’s leadership. Resource Mo-
bilization Theory (RMT) in the studies of contentious politics has revealed 
that one of the most important conditions for success is the availability and 
mobilization of resources (material and nonmaterial), including personnel, 
money, media access, organizational infrastructure, and leadership skills and 
experience.25 Increasing the circulation of its paper—throughout much of the 
1970s and 1980s, al-Ittihad was the main newspaper in Arabic—and opening 
branches and increasing its activities in areas such as the almost exclusively 
Muslim Little Triangle gradually increased the party’s outreach to Mus-
lims and simultaneously enabled Muslims to become more conspicuous in 
the party. 

The demands made by the Communists in relation to Israeli domestic 
policies during the 1970s and early 1980s were mostly framed in socialist and 
overarching civic rather than ethnonational language as the party conformed 
to the principles laid down by the Soviets.26 Many of the claims in support of 
redistribution of resources were cast as a need to address social inequalities 
and what the party saw as the exploitation of the working class as a whole. 
Issues such as the struggle against land expropriation were not presented as 
a simple Palestinian national claim to the lands. Instead, it was justified on 
grounds of a fight against an imperialist policy by the central government and 
discrimination against the socially disadvantaged. 

The agenda advanced by the party went beyond particular policy issues 
and related to the institutional framework of the state as well. The official 
intent was to advance a change in the character of the Israeli regime toward a 
more socialist type along the ideology espoused by the Soviets. Rakah openly 
called for a reform of state institutions along nonethnic lines in a way that 
would ensure equal access to opportunities to all individuals regardless of 
their ethnic or national background. The party’s program, approved in the 
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1965 Congress, included an explicit demand for “proper participation of the 
Arab citizens in the central and local state bureaucracy” in order to reverse 
marginalization.27

While calling for recognition of the Arabs as a national minority, the party 
eschewed from demanding autonomy or a separate PAI sphere and did not 
question the state’s legitimacy. Thus, the Israeli flag was regularly displayed 
and Israel’s national anthem was played in the party congresses.28 Rakah’s al-
liance with other Jewish socialist forces in the DFPE was also intended to 
enhance its integrationist credentials.29 Among its allies in Hadash were the 
Black Panthers, a grassroots movement formed in 1971 by young Jewish im-
migrants who arrived from North Africa and the Middle East (Mizrahi Jews) 
soon after Israel gained independence. Protesting against what they saw as 
the marginalization of their community, the Black Panthers challenged tra-
ditional state priorities in allocation of resources and social and welfare poli-
cies.30 In this regard, the Black Panthers and Rakah shared their criticism of 
the central government. Both saw their constituents as disadvantaged by the 
Zionist-based principles of resource distribution that were defined by the old 
state elites. Both framed their demands around class-based concerns in op-
position to the prevalent nationalist discourse. In one highly publicized and 
illustrative instance, MK Charlie Biton protested against the parliamentary 
discussion on Prisoner of Zion Ida Nudel, who was imprisoned in a Soviet 
penitentiary. Biton claimed that the Knesset should be debating the condi-
tions in prisons and the rights of prisoners in Israel instead.31 In this vein, 
the DFPE claimed to speak on behalf of the socially disadvantaged and the 
working class as a whole in Israel, it supported antidiscrimination and wel-
fare-related legislation, and presented a program that called for terminating 
all laws and practices that advantaged Jews and excluded Arabs from public 
benefits.32

Overt ethnonational rhetoric by Rakah was reserved mainly for debates 
over the territories Israel captured in the 1967 war, an issue that grabbed 
much of the Communists’ attention. Embracing UN Security Council Reso-
lution 242, which called for Israel’s withdrawal from territories conquered 
in the 1967 war, Rakah made it its top priority to advocate for a Palestinian 
Arab state and positioned itself as a pressure group on behalf of this cause.33

Although prominent individuals, like the author Emil Habibi, had always 
been open about their national sentiments, the party’s expression of a clear 
and formal position on the Palestinian issue was facilitated by changes in the 
soviet approach in the mid-1970s. The modified Soviet position enabled the 
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party to endorse the formation of a Palestinian state alongside Israel and rec-
ognize the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian national movement. 
When the UN passed a resolution equating Zionism with racism in 1975, 
Rakah blamed discriminatory government policies and the Israeli military 
presence in the West Bank and Gaza for provoking the resolution. It was the 
only political party in the Knesset that refused to condemn this resolution, 
and placed the onus on the state to prove that the contrary was true.34

Extra-Parliamentary Mobilization

Alongside its parliamentary activity, Rakah was also involved in facilitating 
extra-parliamentary mobilization in the 1970s. The establishment of nonpar-
liamentary organizations went hand-in-hand with sustained efforts by the 
party leadership to create more effective links with PAI masses, whose po-
litical consciousness was growing, and to carve a wider, nonparliamentary 
channel for Arab mobilization. Among the newly created organizations were 
the National Committee for the Defense of Lands (NCDL) (established in 
1975); the National Committee of Heads of Arab Local Councils (NCHALC), 
an umbrella organization that was formed in 1974 for facilitating cooperation 
and coordination between Arab mayors and heads of local councils, which 
although was not formed by Rakah was nonetheless dominated by it for pro-
longed periods; and a variety of student and youth associations. 

Of particular significance was the NCDL, which Rakah presented as a 
nonpartisan body.35 The NCDL played a decisive role in mobilizing masses in 
March 1976 in response to the publication of the government’s New Develop-
ment Plan for the Galilee that would see thousands of acres of land expropri-
ated in northern Israel, the largest land expropriation scheme since the 1950s. 
A general strike and mass rallies were organized in several Arab towns and 
villages in the Galilee on March 30, 1976 in what became known as the Land 
Day events. The government responded by imposing a curfew on some of the 
Galilee villages for where rallies were planned, a measure that had not been 
taken since the termination of the Military Government about ten years ear-
lier. Defying the curfew, it was the first time in the history of state-minority 
relations in Israel that leaders of the PAI minority organized such large scale 
mass mobilization, which risked violent confrontation with state authorities. 
Indeed, the state's security forces and protestors clashed, leaving six Arab 
protestors dead and dozens wounded. These events had such an impact on 
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state-minority relations that Land Day has been commemorated every year 
since 1976, usually with rallies and strikes. 

Although the establishment of the NCHALC in 1974 was not a Rakah 
initiative, the new organization was co-opted by the Communists early on 
and cooperated with the political party. Originally the brainchild of Shmuel 
Toledano, the prime minister’s advisor on Arab affairs, who sought to create 
a new vertical channel of communication between the regime and the Arab 
minority, the NCHALC soon acquired an independent status and was iden-
tified by the state’s security establishment as a threat.36 It co-operated with 
Rakah and the NCDL in the Land Day mobilization and was instrumental for 
mobilizing additional local protest activity for national-level goals. 

Trying to create a united, nonpartisan image and including mayors and 
heads of local councils who were not affiliated with Rakah, the Committee’s 
main mission was to act as a pressure group for eliminating the gap between 
government allocations to Jewish and Arab localities. At the same time, Rakah 
sought to increase its influence in municipal councils, traditionally controlled 
by hamulas, through the Committee. Indeed in the late 1970s, it managed to 
increase its presence on municipal councils.37 In the run-up to the 1977 elec-
tions, the collaboration between the two became even more conspicuous as 
Hanna Mwais, the chairman of the NCHALC, was placed in a realistic slot 
on the DFPE list and ended up in the Knesset as a representative of the party. 
Later on, the relationship between the Communists and the Committee was 
largely influenced by the leadership style of the Committee’s chairman as 
some preferred to maintain greater autonomy.38

In addition, Rakah was involved in initiatives to form a variety of other 
extra-parliamentary organizations in order to increase its outreach to PAI 
masses and to mobilize them. The party played a role in youth and student 
associations that engaged in cultural and sporting activities as well as politi-
cal activism. These groups, together with the local Party branches, were im-
perative for mobilizing protest activities and demonstrations on campuses 
and in the Arab street. Thus, student associations were formed on the cam-
puses of the Hebrew and Haifa universities and, later on, a national associa-
tion was formed to recruit activists on campuses and advance Rakah’s vision 
(the party is also said to have sent Arab students to study in Eastern Euro-
pean communist universities39) Likewise, Banki, the youth movement of the 
party, recruited many activists, and in the 1970s got involved in campaigns 
to change the standard of education in Arab schools.40 Other associations in-
cluded the Association of Merchants and Craftsmen, the Committee of Arab 
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High School Students, and the National Organization of Arab Academics 
and Students. 

Ethnonationalist Trends 

While most of the claims and demands associated with the Communists and 
nonparliamentary organizations that operated in the 1970s and throughout most 
of the 1980s were made in the name of social equality, a small, but nonetheless 
significant, component of PAI organized political activism was pursued in the 
name of ethnonationalism. Most organizations that took this direction did not 
have the resources and the infrastructure of the more established Communists, 
and they found it difficult to be competitive during these two decades. 

One of the most conspicuous groups was Abna’ al-Balad (Sons of the Vil-
lage), set up in the early 1970s in the urbanizing Umm al-Fahm. Its declared 
goal was to entrench Palestinian identity among the PAI through the forma-
tion of local associations and cultural clubs. The movement explicitly identi-
fied the Arabs as members of the Palestinian nation, and its activities were 
oriented toward enhancing the minority’s distinct collective consciousness.41

Abna’ al-Balad declared agenda diverged from that of the Communists, as the 
movement accused Rakah of blindly toeing the line, and serving the interests, 
of the Soviets and of lacking real commitment to Palestinian national interests. 
Adamantly supporting the PLO, Abna’ al-Balad called for the replacement of 
Israel with a secular democratic state in all of mandatory Palestine in which 
a Palestinian Arab majority would emerge, thus enabling Arab dominance of 
the sovereign institutions.42 The movement characterized the Zionist move-
ment as an extension of imperialism. The state was labeled an instrument in 
the hands of the Jewish bourgeoisie, exploiting Palestinian cheap labor. 

The movement refused to take part in general elections, arguing that its 
participation would grant legitimacy to the state itself and imply an accep-
tance of the rules it sets.43 It did, however, compete in local elections in Arab 
vicinities, but remained only marginally supported in the 1970s. Ultimately, 
Abna’ al-Balad did not have the infrastructure, resources, and appeal of its 
political competitors. Although by the 1980s the group managed to establish 
deeper foundations in a growing number of PAI vicinities, and ultimately to 
increase its support in local elections, it was, nonetheless, still unable to be 
widely competitive with the more established political forces. 

On the more conservative side of the political spectrum, the Islamic 
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movement emerged as an additional mobilizing actor with isolationist ten-
dencies. The extension of Israel’s jurisdiction to the West Bank and Gaza 
following the 1967 war opened up opportunities for a young generation of 
PAI to engage in religious studies in religious institutions and colleges in 
these territories. Such opportunities were otherwise unavailable within Israel 
proper. These students, most notably, Sheikh ‘Abdallah Nimr Darwish of Kafr 
Qasim and Sheikh Ra’ed Salah of Umm al-Fahm, returned from their stud-
ies with increased enthusiasm, aiming to provide an alternative collectivist 
framework to the dominant secular trends. In particular, the Islamists advo-
cated the creation of an exclusively religious sphere consistent with Islamist 
codes of conduct in isolation from the Jewish population.44 In the early 1980s 
several of the movement’s leaders were imprisoned after forming a paramili-
tary group called the “Jihad Family.” Like Abna’ al-Balad, however, the Islamic 
movement was not competitive in the 1970s and early 1980s with the well-
established Communists. It was only by the second half of the 1980s that the 
Islamic movement gradually managed to become a weighty force in PAI poli-
tics as the movement shunned violence and began to be electorally competi-
tive, first in local elections and, by the second half of the 1990s, in elections to 
the Knesset (this development is elaborated on in Chapter 5).     

To sum up, two decades of relative quiescence were replaced by inde-
pendent PAI political activism led by Rakah, which was not an ethnically 
exclusive party. The voice of the party, therefore, was largely the voice of the 
PAI minority. Since the agenda of the Communists was largely constrained 
by official Soviet ideology and sponsorship, the dominant Arab political or-
ganization came under criticism from groups with greater Palestinian and Is-
lamic political orientations, which were still peripheral in the 1980s. Beyond 
the organizational infrastructure that Rakah had, what enabled the transition 
were changes in the institutional structure. Although Jewish nationalism re-
mained firmly embedded within the state, declining levels of regime presence 
in Arab regions and fragmentation in the centers of political power decreased 
the capacity of the central government to control the minority and created 
opportunities for independent PAI organization and mobilization. 

Centralized Power and Quiescence

Understanding PAI transition from relative quiescence to mobilization re-
quires us to first examine the causes of initial passivity. The previous chapters 
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demonstrated that (1) the passivity of the first two decades cannot be ac-
counted for by PAI contentment; many among the PAI, including intellectual 
elites, were highly aggrieved about their situation in the 1950s and 1960s; and 
(2) the transition cannot be explained by inequality and grievances as both 
variables were present with intensity during the period of quiescence. Rather, 
it is institutional change that is largely responsible for the transition in PAI 
political activism.

Control

In his seminal work on Arabs in Israel, Ian Lustick identified a system of 
control as the means by which the Israeli regime prevented Arab mobiliza-
tion.45 Control was characterized by Lustick as a systematic and coordinated 
policy by which the central authorities of the state regulated Arab behavior. 
The system had three prongs. First, it involved the deliberate isolation of the 
Arab population from the Jewish majority and the internal fragmentation 
of Arab society so as to curtail within-group minority cooperation. Second, 
the system created Arab dependence on the state for economic and political 
resources through uneven economic development. And third, it involved co-
optation of Arab elites through the distribution of rewards to those who col-
laborated with the regime. The relationships between the three prongs were 
interactive and mutually reinforcing. For example, Arab dependence on the 
regime for resources made Arab elites more susceptible to co-optation. Elite 
co-optation facilitated the fragmentation of the Arab population, while frag-
mentation, in turn, enhanced dependence on the Jewish authorities.46

Lustick’s analysis has made an indispensable contribution to the ad-
vancement of knowledge on the causes of minority quiescence. Although he 
stressed that his analysis never intended to imply “a massive and brilliant 
conspiracy on the part of Jewish officials responsible for Arab affairs,”47 his 
discussion of the programmatic elements of the control system could give the 
impression that the political core had a master plan or a grand scheme for 
controlling the PAI. To be sure, such a master plan never existed. The Israeli 
government never formulated a coherent policy for dealing with the Arab 
minority. According to Nadim N. Rouhana, “it was not until almost thirty 
years after Israel’s establishment that the Israeli cabinet examined, for the first 
time, the relationship between Israel and its Arab citizens and the situation of 
the Arab population.”48 More recent research reveals that Israeli policy at the 
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time was far from monolithic. Practices were often determined at lower levels 
of the bureaucracy and the security apparatus, and depended on the bureau-
crats in charge or the relationships formed between an Arab village and the 
local military officers in charge.49

These findings stand in contrast with earlier work produced by the likes 
of Elia Zureik and Sabri Jyris, whose writings indicated that Israel’s policies 
were monolithic and resulted from a grand vision to deprive Arabs of land 
and create PAI economic dependency.50 Lustick himself emphasized that his 
analysis was “not offered as a description of a comprehensive image held by 
Israeli bureaucrats.”51 Comparative politics scholarship has long revealed that 
the ability of leaders to control politics and anticipate outcomes is overstated 
and far from uniform.52 Political outcomes are seldom the product of precise 
planning by state leaders. There are plenty of instances in which state leaders 
are unable to get their way or in which government actions have unintended 
consequences.53

Rather than take as a given the existence of an omnipotent leadership 
with a well-formulated master plan and unmitigated capacity to get its own 
way, the task is to identify the state-society characteristics that enabled the 
central government to establish dominance. What kind of state attributes and 
social features were conducive to the relative absence of independent PAI 
political activism during the first two decades following state establishment? 
Most significantly, there was a relatively high degree of state extensiveness 
and centralization of authority at the core. These were aided by a socially frag-
mented minority, providing the central government with significant capacity 
to curb independent PAI political activism.

State Extensiveness and Centralization of Authority

Probably the most significant institution to facilitate regime presence in PAI 
society was the Military Government. From the outset, the state was facing 
practical questions about reconciling democratic procedures with the security 
considerations engendered by the Arab-Israeli conflict.54 The central govern-
ment treated the Arab minority as a component in this regional dispute and 
as a potentially subversive element. This view was clearly illustrated in Ben-
Gurion’s expressed fear of what the PAI “might have done if they had been 
given the chance.”55 Relying on the Defence Emergency Regulations enacted 
in 1945 by the Palestine Mandatory government to fight Jewish and Arab in-
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surgency, the Israeli government delegated most of its civil authority in areas 
populated by Arabs to the army. The new administration became known as 
the Military Government. Three military zones were established: in the Gali-
lee, the Negev, and the Little Triangle. The slightly more than 10 percent of 
the Arab population who resided in mixed towns with a Jewish population 
were spared from the governance of the Military Administration.

The Military Government (which was formally under the authority of the 
Ministry of Defense) had far-reaching power to restrict the movement and 
activities of people residing under its jurisdiction. Of great consequence was 
the authority of the military governors’ offices to regulate movement within, 
into, and out of the areas under their control. Citizens residing in these re-
gions required travel permits to leave their villages, be it to seek employment 
in a bigger town, to visit family and friends residing in a different village, 
or otherwise. Often requests for permits were turned down, formally for se-
curity reasons, but as Ze’ev Schiff, a reputable journalist in the independent 
daily Ha’aretz observed, in practice, the discretion of officials was extensive. 
Favoritism and local quarrels with a government official could and frequently 
did influence the outcome of permit requests.56

Furthermore, in regions under the rule of the Military Government, the 
army had the authority to enter any privately owned property, seize anything 
that they suspected could undermine public security, demolish homes, ban-
ish individuals to other parts of the country, and carry out administrative 
detentions for up to one year. It also had the authority to cut off essential 
communication services, such as telephone lines or postal deliveries. Military 
courts had exclusive authority to try suspects in closed sessions for violating 
the regulations of the Military Government. Reviews of military courts rul-
ings by civil courts were rare. And when they did take place, “the military 
often flouted the court’s orders.”57

The authority of the Military Administration to impose curfews and to 
declare areas closed military zones was also highly consequential for curtail-
ing free movement. Of particular notoriety was the event in Kafr Qasim in 
1956 when forty-eight villagers, including women and children, who were 
returning from work in their fields and were unaware that a curfew had been 
imposed, were shot and killed. The event led to contained protests by Arab 
intellectuals and politicians and a temporary reevaluation of the Military 
Administration, but eventually the central government decided to prolong it 
(albeit with some minor relaxations that were introduced in 1957). 

Although the Kafr Qasim event was the exception, curfews as a whole 
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were an effective means of hindering mobilization. Because technological 
means of communication were few—in 1970, still only 3.4 percent of Arab 
households owned a telephone—and because long-distance mobility by pri-
vate means was not easily accessible—only 3.1 percent of Arab households 
had a private car in 1970—restrictions on travel and personal mobility se-
verely impeded the minority’s capacity to collectively organize beyond the 
local village and even within it.58 The expansive presence of the security ap-
paratus curbed the ability of the Arab minority to mobilize. 

Probably the most well-known example of the effectiveness of this as-
pect of state extensiveness in preventing PAI mobilization was the case of 
the pan-Arab movement with the symbolic name, al-Ard (the Land). This 
organization was officially formed in 1959 by young, educated Arab intellec-
tuals, most visibly lawyers and students, who saw themselves as followers of 
Egyptian president Gamal Abd al-Nasser. The movement did not recognize 
the legitimacy of the Israeli state and sought its abolition.59 Notwithstanding 
the significance of other constraints, the security apparatus played a decisive 
role in bringing about the demobilization of al-Ard and its eventual demise. 
First, the group was denied a license to publish a newspaper or register as a 
financial company on security grounds. Attempts to bypass this restriction 
by publishing under different names were forcefully halted. Furthermore, ac-
tivists were often denied travel permits to attend gatherings, and prominent 
leaders, such as Salah Baransi, Mansour Qardush, Habib Qahwanji, and Sabri 
Jiryis, were arrested on allegations of undermining state security. In 1964, 
the minister of defense used his authority, relying on the 1945 Emergency 
Regulations, to declare al-Ard a hostile organization and ban it altogether. Its 
assets were confiscated, and the group eventually disintegrated.60

In addition to the penetrative security apparatus, the central government’s 
ability to control public discourse and use it to shape the boundaries of na-
tional identity in ways that were consistent with the Jewish national move-
ment’s objectives was also an indispensable component in the “extensive and 
cohesive” configuration. Public holidays, school textbooks, and educational 
radio programs were all used to consolidate a national narrative that would 
advance Zionist ideals and legitimate Jewish national hold on the state. The 
Israeli sociologist Uri Ben-Eliezer has argued that state elites were particu-
larly successful at advancing popular perceptions that the Jewish citizens were 
actively participating in the construction of the state through their labor and 
military service.61
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The capacity to infuse such images and perceptions is not a given. State 
control of radio (television was not introduced until 1968) and the public 
education system were crucial for enabling the leaders of the Jewish national 
movement, who were now the new state elites, to control the flow of informa-
tion and transmit messages that anchored norms and values that legitimated 
their authority. The leadership did not leave much public space for opponents 
and critics to question state character and practices. Most of the newspapers 
published in Arabic were sponsored by Zionist political parties and the His-
tadrut, with the exception of the Communist al-Ittihad.62 In the first decades, 
official censorship of the press was rampant, and there was only state radio, 
the Voice of Israel, which until 1965 was attached to the prime minister’s 
office and was under the supervision of its director general, enabling easy 
control of content. Thus, for example, the Kafr Qasim event was not reported 
on in the media until approximately two months later.

Likewise, the Arab education system was tightly controlled by the state. 
The curriculum of Arab schools was dictated and ensured that the Zionist 
narrative, including the biblical roots of Jewish presence on the territory, 
was taught to Arab pupils, while at the same time omitting any reference to 
Palestinian Arab national identity or connection to the territory. In many 
cases, Hebrew textbooks were simply translated into Arabic.63 Employment 
of teachers, too, was a tool for controlling the content of education. A con-
siderable share of the teachers in Arab schools in the 1950s and 1960s was 
Jewish, and Arab teachers had to undergo security checks.64 Those who were 
suspected of possessing nationalist or communist sympathies were rendered 
unqualified for teaching, and in some cases teachers were fired. According to 
one source, about half of all the Arab teachers received letters in 1953 warn-
ing them that their employment was not guaranteed.65

More broadly, the combination of centralization of authority in the hands 
of a small elite, on the one hand, and statist practices on the other, were es-
sential for consolidating control at the center. Much has been written about 
statism under Prime Minister Ben-Gurion, largely reflected in Ben-Gurion’s 
concept of mamlachtiyut, which sought to bring all the organized social ac-
tors (including all political parties), citizens, and social organizations under 
the authority of the state, and there is no need to review the literature and 
all the various aspects of the debate on this topic.66 It is important to stress, 
however, that the extent to which all society-level actors were subordinate to 
the state has been overstated. The state was neither elevated from society nor 
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a neutral actor, as at least one organized political force, namely Mapa’i, domi-
nated state institutions. This feature was largely inherited from the prestate 
period and enabled the party to get its own way. 

Indeed, not only did the state lack autonomy from the Jewish national 
movement, but, despite the attempts of the leadership—not least Ben-
Gurion—to convey the opposite image, it was also not insulated from the 
dominant political party within this movement.67 Appointments to the state 
bureaucracy, military and civil, were frequently linked to loyalty to the party 
and its vision.68 The leadership of the ruling party exercised a large degree 
of control over the state, and affiliates often occupied senior positions in the 
state apparatus and public sector institutions, such as the Histadrut. It was 
only in 1959 that the Civil Service Law, which limits the engagement of senior 
civil servants in political parties, was passed.69 Sociologist Baruch Kimmer-
ling suggested that the Mapa’i elite justified its tight control of the state and its 
resources by pointing to its accomplishments in a variety of areas that Zionist 
values endorsed: the creation of the state, the absorption of immigration, the 
strengthening economy, the development of a common Hebrew culture and 
language, the establishment of a modern and powerful army of Jewish war-
riors, and so forth.70

Probably the most significant area in which this state-Mapa’i relation-
ship was consequential was the economy. The Mapa’i-dominated state was 
very active in the economy and had significant capacity to allocate resources. 
Many analysts have characterized the economic structure that existed at the 
time as “state-led” or “statist.”71 There were many ways in which the state was 
involved in the economy. First, the government made it a priority to cre-
ate a large state-owned industrialized sector. Many of the elites in this sector 
were Mapa’i associates.72 Private entrepreneurship was highly regulated. Pre-
ferred industries, sometimes determined on the basis of personal acquain-
tance with senior bureaucrats or the minister of trade and industry, received 
subsidies and protection from foreign competition.73 This is not to say that 
economic considerations did not play a significant role in policy-making. The 
state did adopt an export-oriented industrialization strategy, regulate foreign 
exchange, and set quotas and impose tariffs on imported goods to promote 
domestic economic growth. Israel, in this regard, was a successful develop-
mental state.74 Successful development, however, did not preclude Mapa’i 
favoritism.

Other ways in which the Mapa’i-dominated state was involved in the 
economy included the redistribution of land and determination of the rela-
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tive price of capital and labor (the state’s role in determining the price of labor 
largely derived from having the bureaucracy employ more than half of the 
labor force, as well as from setting wage standards75). Furthermore, the coun-
try was divided into development zones in which prices and government-
levied taxes varied. Allocation of resources and investment subsidies also 
varied from region to region according to the priorities of the government.76

Partisan and power politics considerations played a significant role in priori-
tization.77 Thus, for example, the Kibbutzim that were associated with Mapa’i 
were generally in high-priority development zones and were ranked high for 
land allocation and government subsidies. Arab localities, on the other hand, 
were typically left out of the high-priority development zones. 

Mapa’i’s economic power was largely facilitated by its control of the His-
tadrut. The Histadrut remained most significant in shaping the economic 
and political landscape of the state. Following the establishment of the state, 
the Histadrut became the primary provider of accessible healthcare, and it 
increased the scope of its welfare activities to also include pension funds. 
Among other things, it also controlled Koor, the leading actor in Israel’s in-
dustrial sector, which owned dozens of industrial, commercial, and financial 
firms and provided employment to tens of thousands of Israelis. As a result 
of its large economic base, many people depended on the Histadrut for their 
livelihood and for essential services. This dependence reinforced Mapa’i’s 
political power, translated into political obedience to those who held power 
in the Histadrut, and increased the capacity of the ruling party to provide 
patronage to loyal constituencies. The significance of the Histadrut’s role in 
consolidating Mapa’i’s powerbase and control of politics was such that the 
secretary-general of the Histadrut stated during a 1955 Mapa’i Central Com-
mittee meeting that “if the British Labour Party had a healthcare organiza-
tion and economic institutions like those of the Histadrut, it would remain in 
power forever.”78 The Mapa’i-led government, in turn, set rules that gave the 
Histadrut economic advantages and occasionally stepped in with subsidies 
and financial assistance. The government-Histadrut-Mapa’i nexus was such 
that Shafir and Peled concluded that “it was difficult to tell where the His-
tadrut ‘ended’ and the government ‘began’.”79

Mapa’i itself had an internal oligarchic structure. As in the prestate pe-
riod, the functionaries of the Histadrut also occupied the senior positions in 
Mapa’i. Hence, they were able to ensure their privileged position without in 
effect having to be elected on a regular basis. Indeed, party members did not 
elect their representative to the Knesset; rather, a commission composed of 
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the party’s leading echelon dictated to the general membership who would 
be on the list of the party’s candidates. The leadership established networks 
of patronage with party activists (who themselves often extended patronage 
to clients at a lower level), the latter hoping for rewards, be it candidacy to 
the Knesset or a prestigious appointment in state-owned industry, in the His-
tadrut, or in one of its firms. Thus, a hierarchical structure to Israeli politics 
emerged, both within Mapa’i and between Mapa’i and others in society who 
sought access to state resources.

One important qualification to this portrayal of Israeli politics is required. 
The proportional representation electoral system, with a 1 percent threshold, 
produced an average of twelve factions in the Knesset throughout the 1950s 
and 1960s; as a result, all of the Mapa’i-led governments were coalition gov-
ernments that typically included six or seven political factions representing 
diverse groups and interests. These included religious parties (Zionist and 
non-Zionist), Jewish ethnic parties (Sepharadim), parties with a socialist 
worldview, and parties with a more liberal position on economic issues. The 
Communists were ruled out.80 The pluralistic nature of Jewish society led the 
governing party to strike important compromises with other factions in order 
to ensure its rule. This development was reflected in both the allocation of 
resources and delegation of authority to political allies in certain areas. Most 
conspicuously, compromises with religious political representatives provided 
the elites of this sector with some authority over areas such as religious educa-
tion and family law. Some observers have also explained the decision not to 
adopt a constitution as an additional step taken to accommodate the religious 
public—who are said to be uncomfortable with a written constitution—and 
have characterized the emergent arrangement as consociational.81 That said, 
those compromises served to consolidate central government strength and 
the support base of the dominant faction in the coalition government, as well 
as to enhance the willingness among smaller factions to accept the leadership 
role of Mapa’i. 

The large degree of centralization of authority in the hands of the domi-
nant political party, combined with the extensive presence of the regime in 
public life, yielded dependence and co-optation that were conducive to lack 
of independent PAI ethnonational mobilization. To be sure, the conditions 
faced by the Arab population that remained in Israel after the war were al-
ready not conducive to political activism. Most of the minority’s religious, 
intellectual, economic, and political urban elite fled or were forced to leave 
during the war and were now on the other side of the border.82 The hamulas 



91From Quiescence to the Communist Party

that remained in Israel after the war were usually not of a national stature and 
were often preoccupied with internal rivalries.83

Furthermore, the communist ICP, always on the margins of politics, did 
not have the resources to seriously compete with Mapa’i. One consequen-
tial area in which this was evident was the ICP’s attempt to organize trade 
unions outside the Histadrut. Up until 1953, most PAI workers were mem-
bers of the ICP-dominated Arab Trades Union Congress. This organization, 
however, was much smaller and weaker than the Histadrut, and it was far 
less encompassing in its scope of activity. When the Histadrut started to 
accept Arab workers into its trade unions in 1953 and as full members with ac-
cess to all Histadrut services in 1957, the communist trade unions collapsed. 
Barely three months after the Histadrut opened its doors to Arabs, approxi-
mately two thirds of Israel’s Arabs workers (an estimated 11,600) applied for 
membership.84

Although this initiative was seen by many commentators as one of the 
most important steps toward integrating Arabs into Israeli society, it also 
served to weaken the already marginal Communists and create greater de-
pendence on the Histadrut and Mapa’i for essential services.85 In practice, 
the incorporation of PAI into the Histadrut resembles what Alfred Stepan 
has referred to as “exclusionary corporatist policies.”86 In this state of affairs, 
the elites who control the state, identifying a potential source of opposition, 
combine coercive means of control with exclusion of rival associations from 
politics. The governing elite “then seeks to integrate the excluded groups into 
associational organizations designed and controlled by the state.”87 Such prac-
tices have been pursued in many countries in order to demobilize potential 
dissenters.88 In Israel, incorporation into the Histadrut facilitated demobili-
zation by weakening opposition. Because the Histadrut was the only organi-
zation capable of delivering healthcare services and employment in remote 
areas without regard to economic considerations, the dependence of the PAI 
population on Mapa’i for its most basic needs was enhanced, thus cultivating 
political subordination. 

The hierarchical structure of patronage that emerged following the ex-
tensive degree of centralization of power is crucial for understanding the 
absence of independent PAI political activity. The logic of the relationship 
of patronage relied on the extreme vulnerability of the Arabs, who were sub-
jected to a penetrative state and the Military Government, on the one hand, 
and the significant capacity of the dominant state elites, on the other. Those 
who controlled resources were always able to generate an image of having the 
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means to alleviate PAI suffering through patronage. The ruling party, utiliz-
ing the vast resources at its disposal, created Arab dependence and managed 
to co-opt Arab elites. 

The preexisting traditional network of extended families lent itself to this 
purpose because the hierarchical organization of the hamula network already 
involved dependence of members of the clan on the heads and elders of the 
hamula. Mapa’i and state authorities had only to co-opt some hamula elders, 
a relatively small number of people, to be linked to the bulk of the Arab pop-
ulation. The Palestine Arab population was used to the practice of dealing 
with the regime through its hamula elders. Already during the period of Ot-
toman and British rule, hamula notables served as intermediaries between 
the central government and the indigenous population.89 When Israel was 
established, these preexisting networks of relations between the central gov-
ernment, the traditional clan elites, and the local population were utilized. 

The intense internal rivalry for influence made the hamulas further suscep-
tible to cooperation with the government. A traditional hamula leader hoped 
that maintaining good relations with representatives of the government, par-
ticularly those responsible for distribution of funds in the Arab sector, would 
improve his hamula’s situation and influence in the local village. Distribution 
of privileges and material resources by the ruling party and the bureaucracy 
it controlled, as a reward for political loyalty, were a common practice and in-
cluded such things as travel permits, access to land, loans, modern agricultural 
machinery at cheap prices, employment in the Histadrut, civil service, or the 
education system, and even positions in local councils.90

One of the most coveted spoils in these patron-client relations was a seat 
in the Knesset. Prior to parliamentary elections, Mapa’i formed lists com-
posed of Arab candidates. Invariably, these candidates were hamula leaders 
who had far-reaching influence in their communities, such as Sif al-din al-
Zu’abi, mayor of Nazareth and influential head of several related hamulas; 
Salah Hasan Hanifas, a Druze leader from northern Israel; and Deib Obeid, 
a wealthy merchant and member of the local council of Taibeh in the Little 
Triangle. The selected Arab clients usually reflected the geographical distri-
bution and religious make-up of the Arab population. The clientelistic lists 
were given attractive names, such as “the Democratic List of Israeli Arabs,” 
“Progress and Labor,” “Agriculture and Development,” and “Cooperation and 
Brotherhood,” but they did not have party infrastructure or official platforms. 
Their internal composition was determined solely by Mapa’i, which also 
funded them.91
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Those who managed to win seats in the legislature were never appointed 
to the cabinet and, more often than not, found themselves on relatively mar-
ginal and uninfluential parliamentary committees, such as Environment or 
Labor and Welfare. Nonetheless, for Arabs competing for positions within 
their own communities, a seat in the legislature could translate into friendly 
ties with bureaucrats, which in turn could affect the implementation, or lack 
thereof, of policies pertaining to the Arab population in various regions. 
More broadly, affiliation with the dominant force in Israeli politics meant ac-
cess to some public resources to be dispensed to one’s hamula members and 
their allies.

Because of the intense internal competition for a seat in the Knesset, the 
Arab parliamentarians’ loyalty to the ruling party was secured. Disloyalty 
could easily result in the removal of rewards and replacement with another 
candidate. Thus, the Arab MKs from clientelistic lists invariably sided with 
the central government. One of the most conspicuous indicators of the Arab 
MKs’ obedience was their support for the continuation of the Military Ad-
ministration in conformity with Mapa’i’s position. In 1961, the prolongation 
of the Military Administration hinged on the votes of these Arab MKs. 

Ultimately, through these patronage relations, the ruling party managed 
to attain the indirect support of most of the Arab electorate while co-opting 
the Arab leadership with the lure of immediate, if limited, gains, thus secur-
ing demobilization. And while there were many who referred to the co-opted 
elites by the derogatory title adhnab (tails), high voter turnout suggests that 
most complied. Indeed, to prove their value to Mapa’i, hamula leaders made 
great efforts to ensure high voter turnout; voter turnout was typically higher 
than in the Jewish sector, indicating the success of this strategy. Table 2 shows 
the very high Arab voter turnout and the number of clientelistic lists and the 
seats they won in elections during the first two decades of Israel’s existence. 

While the patron-client relations relied on preexisting factionalism within 
the Arab community, they also exacerbated them. The status of Mapa’i as the 
sole patron stimulated rivalry between hamulas for favors and privileges that 
only Mapa’i was in a position to give. One important arena where internal 
rivalry was intense is local councils. Traditionally, local decisions were made 
collectively by a group of elders representing the different clans. With the 
introduction of modern local governments, which had a limited number of 
elected decision-making positions while controlling access to important re-
sources, there was less room for consensual forms of governance and compe-
tition intensified.92 Control over local councils could translate into diversion 
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of resources to the governing hamulas, exemption from (or significantly 
lower) local taxes for one’s hamula, employment in schools and the local civil 
service, and other possibilities for manipulating resources. The rivalry was 
enhanced not only because there was a lot at stake, but also because of parallel 
networks of patronage that were established by the ruling echelon. It was not 
uncommon for one hamula to be in clientelistic relations with Mapa’i’s Arab 
Department while its arch rival hamula was engaging in clientelism with the 
Histadrut.93 This way, Mapa’i could ensure that hamulas who lost local elec-
tions would continue having incentives to acquiesce. 

By the latter part of the 1950s, more than one quarter of the Arab towns 
and villages in Israel, containing approximately one third of the Arab popula-
tion, were administered by local or municipal councils.94 After the first two 
and a half decades or so of Israel’s existence, more than fifty local govern-
ments were set up in Arab localities95 Although the local councils were usu-
ally elected by the local population, they were under strict supervision of the 
Ministry of Interior, which, being the councils’ main source of income, used 
its authority as a means of co-optation. Those who tried to resist risked being 
frowned upon by the Mapa’i elite. Thus, when the chairman of the Kafr Yasif 
local council challenged the Military Government and refused to hold In-
dependence Day celebrations in 1958, the village was “threatened that the 
current village administration was in the way of development in the village 
including connecting it to the electricity and water grids.”96 Chairs of local 
authorities who collaborated with the Jewish authorities, on the other hand, 
were looked upon more favorably by the regime. The prospects of receiving 

Table 2. PAI Voter Turnout and Mapa’i Clientelistic Factions, 1949–1969

Year of election Arab voter Factions affiliated Knesset seats for
turnout (%) with Mapa’i affiliated factions

1949 79.3 1 2
1951 85.5 3 5
1955 91.0 3 5
1959 88.9 3 5
1961 85.6 2 4
1965 87.8 2 4
1969 82.0 2 4

Data from Knesset website, http://www.knesset.gov.il/description/eng/eng_mimshal_res.htm.

http://www.knesset.gov.il/description/eng/eng_mimshal_res.htm
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rewards encouraged compliance.97 In some instances, voters were made to 
believe that friendly electoral behavior toward Mapa’i would result in mate-
rial benefits to the residents.98 In some instances, Mapa'i support of hamulas 
in local elections was exchanged for hamula support for the governing party 
in Knesset elections.99

Ultimately, considerable regime extensiveness, or presence in public 
space, and centralization of political and economic power in the hands of 
a small elite, coupled with a fragmented minority organizational structure, 
proved conducive to PAI quiescence despite this minority’s grievances. It 
would take changes in these state-society attributes to facilitate independent 
political mobilization. 

The Decline of Centralized Power 

The emergence of independent Arab political mobilization was largely facili-
tated by a degree of liberalization of Israel’s institutions and broader transi-
tions in state-society relations. The internal dynamics of Jewish politics and 
growing contention over political power yielded an incremental process of 
decentralization of power that decreased central government capacity to con-
trol society, on the one hand, and reduced the extent of state presence in Arab 
spheres, on the other. State retreat from Arab areas was accompanied by a 
decline in willingness and capacity to act repressively against the minority, a 
factor often associated with the appearance of contentious politics.100 At the 
same time, the Arab population experienced social transformation that led to 
the erosion in the social and political significance of the hamula. These struc-
tural changes increased the opportunities available for the Arab minority to 
engage in independent political activism. 

The Demise of the Military Government

The decline of repressive capacity was associated most significantly with the 
termination of the Military Administration toward the end of 1966. The de-
mise of the Military Government resulted from influences that were partly 
exogenous to relations between Jews and Arabs. One factor was changes 
at the international level and the emergence of human rights regimes that 
introduced new norms of interaction between states and minorities.101 The 
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1960s saw a massive wave of decolonization, particularly in Africa, coupled 
with growing international endorsement of human and civil rights. In 1961, 
the UN General Assembly voted in favor of imposing sanctions against the 
Apartheid regime in South Africa. In 1966, at about the time of the aboli-
tion of the Military Government, the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights was ratified by the UN General Assembly. In 1969, the 
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Dis-
crimination entered into force. Thus, the evolving international community 
directed states to terminate discrimination against minorities and protect 
their human rights. 

While these covenants and conventions were not enforceable laws, some 
states that were concerned about their international image were influenced 
by them. Israel, which sought to be accepted as an integral member of the in-
ternational community, ratified the international covenants. Thus, although 
they cannot be said to have played a decisive role in shaping Israeli policies, 
international norms were nonetheless influential in pressuring the central 
government to abandon the Military Government at a time when the govern-
ment was seeking to buttress Israel’s international position in face of Arab 
boycotts. The restrictions on the Arab population provided ammunition 
for those seeking to obstruct Israel’s path to international acceptance. On a 
number of occasions, Arab adversaries used the Military Government to de-
nounce Israel in various international forums as a racist state that persecutes 
the minority living under its rule.102 The criticism, in turn, did not go unno-
ticed by the central government in Israel. Explaining the governing coalition’s 
willingness to abolish the Military Government, an MK from the governing 
coalition reasoned that the Military Government “has been exploited by our 
enemies to incite others against us.”103

That said, comparative research on the politics of ethnicity and national-
ism in Central and Eastern Europe has long revealed that the impact of inter-
national constraints on state-minority relations is conditioned by domestic 
politics.104 In Israel, internal majority group politics were highly consequen-
tial for the annulment of the Military Government. The partners of the Labor 
Party, Mapa’i’s successor, in the coalition government pressured the ruling 
party to hand over jurisdiction to civil authorities. The National Religious 
Party (NRP) and the socialist Mapam saw it as detrimental for Israel’s democ-
racy and defense. Mapam MKs, for example, argued that rather than facilitate 
security, the restrictions alienated the Arab minority to the extent of possibly 
engendering security risks by driving some to actions against the state.105
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Those who were not partners in Labor's coalition government were 
blunter in their assessment of the impact of the Military Government on Is-
raeli politics. Menachem Begin, leader of the Revisionists’ Herut, the main 
opposition party, argued that the Military Government served no security 
purpose and was exploited by Mapa’i to further its political objectives.106 One 
of Begin’s party colleagues echoed the position that “the maintenance of the 
Military Government sustained the rule of a certain party” by enabling it to 
distribute favors to its supporters, while fostering the illusion that it contrib-
uted to security so as to justify its existence before the Jewish public.107 Labor’s 
coalition partners agreed with this assessment. Thus, domestic political pres-
sure to discontinue the Military Administration came from all major wings in 
Israeli politics, including indispensable coalition partners. And by the mid-
1960s, it was obvious that the Military Government did not serve a security 
purpose and was harmful for Israel’s international standing.

A change in the leadership of Mapa’i was imperative for the willingness of 
the ruling party to relinquish an indispensable tool for the clientelistic rela-
tions it established with the Arab population. The ascendance of Levi Eshkol, 
Ben-Gurion’s successor as Mapa’i’s leader, who at a later point became his 
internal rival within Mapa’i, to the prime minister post was vital for the cessa-
tion of the Military Government. In 1963, Eshkol became Israel’s prime min-
ister and until 1967, he simultaneously served as minister of defense. Among 
other things, Eshkol differed from his predecessor in two important respects. 
First, he was far less of a centralist of power and had a more liberal vision of 
the state. Second, he was more conciliatory in his attitude toward those ostra-
cized by his predecessor. For example, in 1964, as a good will gesture toward 
the Revisionist Herut Party (the precursor of the Likud), Labor’s bitter rivals, 
Eshkol allowed the corpse of Ze’ev Jabotinsky, the founder of the Revisionist 
movement, to be brought to Israel for burial. To advance national unity, he 
also incorporated the Revisionists into a quasi power-sharing government 
on the eve of the 1967 war, something which was unacceptable during Ben-
Gurion’s tenure. 

Although Eshkol was unwilling to consider including the Communist 
Party in his government, he nonetheless took a less repressive approach to-
ward the Arab minority. During his term, he incrementally relaxed the re-
strictions imposed by the Military Government in Arab populated areas, 
until the administration’s total annulment. In a speech before the Knesset, 
Eshkol justified this change in policy by stating that the Military Govern-
ment was simply no longer needed for security purposes.108 Minding political 
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pressure from indispensable coalition allies, Eshkol agreed to waive an essen-
tial tool for keeping the Arab minority tied to his party in clientelistic rela-
tions, a change in policy that Ben Gurion’s loyalists vociferously opposed. 

Ultimately, the impact of this change was paramount. The abolition of the 
Military Government significantly reduced regime extensiveness and meant 
that Arab movement was no longer restricted, political planning and gather-
ings could be more easily conducted, and leaders were subject to less scru-
tiny. Opportunities for political mobilization and organization opened up as 
Arabs could travel around the country freely and no longer had to fear the 
harsh measures that the military governors could impose on them. Of equal 
significance, as will be elaborated upon later, they became less dependent on 
the powerful ruling apparatus for much of their basic needs, in turn reducing 
the essentiality of participating in patron-client exchanges.

Decentralization of Authority

During Eshkol’s tenure, other important consequential steps toward decen-
tralization of political power decreased the capacity of the central govern-
ment and the ruling party to control Israeli society in general and the Arab 
minority in particular. One such important example was in the electronic 
media field. The Voice of Israel, which at the time was the only radio broad-
caster (aside from the army radio), moved from the Prime Minister's Office 
(PMO), where it was under the supervision of the director general and served 
as a government tool to disseminate information and analysis, to the newly 
established Israel Broadcasting Authority (IBA) in 1965, where it gained a 
little more autonomy.109 The Israel Television was established three years later 
within the framework of the IBA. Prime Minister Eshkol viewed these as 
important steps toward liberalizing Israel.110 Although the IBA faced plenty 
of political pressures and its practices initially retained many of the charac-
teristics of media that is accountable to the country’s ruling echelon, con-
trol gradually loosened.111 In the 1970s and 1980s, more radio stations were 
added and space for debate about central government policies and practices 
increased. As the control of the governing apparatus over the content of pub-
lic broadcasting gradually declined, although by no means dissolved, societal 
space was generated for alternative positions and narratives and a more criti-
cal discussion of political and social life in Israel and of government policies, 
including on issues pertaining to the Arab minority. 
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The process of liberalization and dispersion of power during the third 
decade of Israel’s existence had several consequential prongs for the minority. 
In Israel, the process of decentralization was accompanied by an emergence 
of a vibrant civil society that challenged state supremacy vis-à-vis society, 
questioned the legitimizing norms that supported Labor’s dominance, and 
subsequently contributed to the emergence of limited societal space, if un-
intentionally, for the Arab minority to independently politicize against 
its marginalization. A number of predominantly Jewish social and protest 
movements appeared in the 1970s—not least following the 1973 war—and 
early 1980s, questioning the central government’s functioning and poli-
cies. For example, mass protest movements forced the establishment of the 
Agranat Commission following the 1973 Yom Kippur War to investigate the 
functioning of the Israeli military in the war. While this national commis-
sion of inquiry, headed by the chief justice of the Supreme Court, focused its 
findings and recommendations on military personnel, public protest forced 
Prime Minister Golda Meir to resign. Peace Now (established in 1977 to ad-
vocate territorial concessions in the pursuit of peace with Egypt and led the 
protests against Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982), Yesh Gvul (an organiza-
tion backing soldiers refusal to fight in the Lebanon war and later on in the 
territories captured in the 1967 war), and the Black Panthers were all move-
ments that challenged the nationalist ethos and the supremacy of the state 
over their civic and social rights, thus contesting the rules of state-society 
interaction that were set by the old state elites.

Of these movements, the impact of the mobilization of Mizrahi Jews in 
the Black Panthers (which would later join forces with Rakah in the DFPE) 
and beyond was particularly significant for the ability of Arab organizations 
to mobilize and challenge the central government for two main reasons. 
First, the Black Panthers focused on priorities in allocation of resources by 
the state, a burning issue for the Arab minority. Much like Rakah, the Black 
Panthers called for a redistribution of resources based on social needs rather 
than the national objectives that were defined by the ruling Labor elites. For 
the first time, a Jewish-based grassroots movement managed sustained pro-
test mobilization that challenged the subordination of social goals to Jewish 
ethnonational ones, as defined by Labor.112 They demanded higher priority in 
budget allocation for impoverished neighborhoods and peripheral develop-
ment towns rather than the sectors associated with Labor and its agricultural 
settlements that were said to fulfill the Zionist ideal of “land redemption.”113

This was a direct challenge to the legitimizing norms that supported Zionism 
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as practiced by the power-holders in the state as well as to the state-society 
power balance. Thus, the Black Panthers were helping to break the normative 
taboo about allocation of resources in a way that was consistent with Rakah’s 
demands on behalf of the PAI. 

Mizrahi protests were consequential for independent Arab mobilization 
beyond the impact of the Black Panthers. This Jewish constituency contrib-
uted to Labor’s loss of dominance, a development that adversely affected the 
ability of Labor to co-opt hamula elders. Indeed, one of the primary causes 
for Labor’s defeat in the 1977 elections was that the second generation of 
Jewish immigrants from North African and Middle Eastern countries, the 
parents of whom voted for Mapa’i, the precursor of Labor, turned against 
the ruling party. Labor was accused of preventing this population from fully 
integrating and from having equal access to opportunities, including severe 
underrepresentation in the Knesset, government, and senior posts in state 
bureaucracy. State elites during the first thirty years of statehood had salient 
sociological characteristics inherited from the prestate period: they were all 
of East European origin (Ashkenazi) and had immigrated prior to the estab-
lishment of the state.114 The Mizrahi immigrants, on the other hand, were 
socially and geographically isolated from the veteran community. Frequently 
settled in development towns in the Negev or in new isolated neighborhoods, 
they relied on social services separate from those of the veteran community. 
Because of their en mass arrival (the population of Israel doubled itself in 
the first three years of the state’s existence), the state was unable to ensure 
their comprehensive absorption in the labor market, and their housing was 
often functional at best. Hence, not only were their social services separate, 
but they relied on them much more than the veteran community.115 They 
practically comprised a distinct, lower social stratum and many felt that the 
boundaries of exclusion were not permeable and that the holders of political 
power were not interested in providing access to those who arrived after state 
founding.

Thus, the younger generation of Mizrahi Jews rose up against the societal 
order they felt marginalized them. Turning against the ruling party, many 
second-generation Mizrahi Jews voted for Labor’s primary challenger, the 
Likud, which in 1977 managed to depose Labor as the governing party.116 It is 
beyond the scope of this study to examine why those Jews who challenged the 
social order chose to express their discontent with the ruling party by voting 
for Likud rather than the Black Panthers, who were at the forefront of many 
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protests, were far from supportive of the Likud agenda, and chose to align 
with the Communists. Suffice it to note that already in the 1973 elections, 
Likud, carried by the wave of support of Mizrahi Jews, emerged as a major 
challenging force, winning 30.2 percent of the general votes, in comparison 
with Labor’s 39.6 percent. 

The turnover of 1977 was facilitated by another source of discontent within 
the Jewish majority: Jews of European descent, traditional Labor support-
ers from the prestate period, who became skeptical of Labor governance due 
to economic hardships. As long as economic performance was satisfying—
annual inflation rates were in single digits until 1970—the statist economy of 
Labor was by and large accepted, despite its known ills, as a necessary means 
for building and promoting a viable independent economy.117 In 1971, how-
ever, inflation rates soared into double digits: 12 percent in 1971, 39.7 per-
cent in 1974 (in the aftermath of the 1973 war), and 31.3 percent in 1976.118

The economic transgression caused widespread public concern regarding the 
costs of the Labor economy, its priorities, and the privileging of its friendly 
sectors, primarily the Histadrut. Add to that scandals revealed within the 
governing party and a critical assessment of the government’s performance 
in the 1973 war, and the result was widespread yearning, even among many 
traditional Labor voters, for a new political force that would reform govern-
ment and liberalize the economy. 

A new political party, the Democratic Movement for Change (DASH) 
took Labor to task on these issues. In the 1977 elections, DASH managed 
to attract many Labor voters, gaining 11.6 percent of the total votes, which 
translated into fifteen Knesset seats. Labor had declined to thirty-two Knes-
set seats (24.6 percent of the total votes) while Likud won forty-three seats 
(33.4 percent).119 Had traditional Labor voters not switched to DASH in the 
1977 elections, it would have been plausible for Labor to remain competitive 
in these elections (although by no means retain its dominance, given the new 
trends among Mizrahi voters). DASH proved to be a temporary force, and its 
almost immediate dissolution resulted in most of its votes returning to Labor 
in subsequent elections. Throughout the elections that followed in the 1980s, 
Labor and Likud ran neck-and-neck. 

Significantly for the Arab minority, Labor’s loss of grip on the state and 
its resources hindered its ability to deliver spoils and co-opt hamula leaders. 
It no longer monopolized resources. There was now another Jewish political 
party who could potentially compete with it for providing patronage. The 
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theoretical lesson to be drawn from this experience is that internal majority 
politics influences the constraints faced by the minority. Majority fragmenta-
tion reduced the ability of the governing apparatus to co-opt minority elites.

The Collapse of Patronage 

Labor’s loss of power and the rise of Likud as an alternative governing party 
were critical for the demise of the patronage networks that were so impera-
tive for constraining Arab political activity. Interestingly, while the collapse 
of patronage networks in Africa is more often than not attributed to a loss of 
interest by patrons, in the Israeli case, clientelist linkages collapsed despite 
the interest of the Labor patrons in prolonging it.120 In his study of patron-
client relations in Africa, Christopher Clapham has observed that a necessary 
prerequisite for a clientelistic relationship is that patrons be able to deliver “or 
create the expectation that they can deliver the means to alleviate the vulner-
ability or achieve the goals of their prospective clients.”121 In Israel, not only 
was Arab vulnerability reduced when the Military Government was abol-
ished, but Labor’s access to resources suffered after it lost the elections and its 
image as a hegemonic force was undermined. 

In addition to no longer being in a position to manipulate government 
resources according to its political interests, Labor’s ability to mobilize and 
utilize the Histadrut for its political objectives was adversely affected. In the 
early 1980s, Histadrut firms still generated more than a quarter of the coun-
try’s products and produced two thirds of Israel’s agricultural products. The 
Histadrut’s Koor company was still the country’s largest industrial exporter, 
employing more than 30,000 people.122 The Likud-led governments formed 
following the elections of 1977 and 1981, however, treated the Histadrut as a 
Labor powerbase and did not look favorably on its role in Israel’s economy. 
Hence, they were far more reluctant to come to the Histadrut’s aid when the 
organization experienced financial stress. The Likud administration condi-
tioned any assistance on reforms and cutbacks of Histadrut activities; gov-
ernment regulation of Histadrut pension plan investments; privatization of 
nonprofitable Histadrut firms; a considerable downsizing of the Histadrut’s 
bureaucracy; reduction in the number of employees; and other steps the gov-
ernment believed would make the Histadrut economically more efficient. 
The government also took over some of the company’s less profitable ven-
tures, such as Bank Hapoalim. Furthermore, in 1980 the Likud minister of 
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finance stopped the subsidies to Hevrat ha-Ovdim, the overarching company 
that controlled all of the Histadrut’s economic enterprises and in which the 
Histadrut invested the pension funds of its members.123 With the scaling back 
of its activities and subsidies, Hevrat ha-Ovdim collapsed and many employ-
ees were laid off. As a consequence, the Histadrut lost much of its impact 
on the state and its ability to assist Labor in distributing material rewards 
for political support declined considerably. Thus, Labor’s ability to determine 
distribution of resources and sustain its patron-client relations with hamula 
leaders was seriously undermined.124

By and large, Likud did not possess the same capacity as Labor to dis-
tribute resources and was unable to replace Labor’s extensive networks of 
patronage with its own. One reason was the relative autonomy of the bureau-
cracy from the Likud. Students of patron-clientelism have discovered that in 
competitive democracies, alliances with the civil bureaucracy are imperative 
for people at the top of a patronage pyramid to establish and maintain net-
works of clientelistic relations.125 Although it won the 1977 and 1981 elec-
tions, Likud did not have the same ties with the bureaucracy that Labor had 
managed to establish during almost fifty consecutive years of Yishuv and state 
rule. Many in the Israeli public administration had job security and affinity 
to the previous government. They were disinclined to assist Likud govern-
ments to increase its reach to followers by using state resources as rewards for 
political support. It would require plenty of time before Likud could conceiv-
ably penetrate the bureaucracy, replace the apparatus associated with Labor 
and have sufficient control over the public administration for it to cooperate 
with a Likud-led practice of informal distribution of resources to followers. 
Furthermore, the Election Law, enacted in 1969, stipulated that civil servants 
in the high ranks as well as police and military personnel were not permitted 
to engage in electoral politics, further distancing the state bureaucracy from 
the political parties (a 1959 law already limited the engagement of senior civil 
servants in political parties).126 In short, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
Likud did not have the same tight control over the state apparatus and public 
resources that Labor had in earlier decades. 

In addition, the Likud was not politically dominant in the same way that 
Labor was prior to the power shift. The 1980s saw Israeli politics transition to 
genuine competitiveness. Power was shared in unity governments between 
Likud and Labor from 1984 to 1990. Competition between patrons, accom-
panied by lack of monopoly over resources, is known to produce competing 
networks of clientelism that are far less stable and more difficult to sustain 
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than networks in which the patron is hegemonic.127 Although the Likud did 
try to form clientelistic lists to compete in elections, these lists relied on a 
narrow support base and never succeeded in passing the threshold required 
for representation in the Knesset. At most, the Likud managed to attract 
around 7 percent of the Arabic speaking voters, mostly among the Druze 
population.128

In short, internal contestation within the majority group led to the erosion 
of centralized control at the core of the regime and, subsequently, to the col-
lapse of the patron-client networks that contained Arab political activity. Frag-
mentation within the majority provided opportunities for breaking through 
the barrier of clientelism and for minority political parties to independently 
mobilize. Table 3 shows the relationship between the transition to Labor-
Likud competitiveness and the decline of the clientlistic lists. 

Minority Societal Transformation

While the downfall of patron-client relations was largely facilitated by the 
decline in the capacity of those at the top of the hierarchy to deliver rewards, 
there were also transformations within Arab society that were imperative for 
changes in mobilization patterns. Most notably, the political significance of 
the hamula gradually eroded, undermining the position of the intermedi-
ary Arab patrons. Hamula practices and their impact on politics came under 

Table 3. Electoral Support (%) for Labor, Likud, and Clientelistic Lists Among 
Israeli Voters and Number of Knesset Seats Won by Clientelistic Factions, 
1969–1988 Elections

Year of Labor Likud Clientelistic Arab factions Knesset seats won by
election  (approximate support among clientelistic factions
   Arab voters only)

1969 46.2 21.7 3.5 (40) 4
1973 39.6 30.2 2.4 (36) 3
1977 24.6 33.4 1.4 (21) 1
1981 36.6 37.1 >1 (12) 0
1984 34.9 31.9 0 0
1988 30.0 31.1 0 0

Computed based on data from the Knesset website.



105From Quiescence to the Communist Party

scrutiny from within the minority group. A 1976 survey by Smooha found 
that only 23.3 percent of the PAI felt loyalty to the hamula should be main-
tained as it was traditionally, 31.8 percent thought it ought to be modified, 
and 44.9 percent believed it should be abolished altogether.129 Strikingly, 76 
percent of respondents felt that hamula loyalties inhibited PAI social develop-
ment.130 Hence there was minority awareness that traditional organizational 
structures needed to be transformed if the PAI were to make progress.

Ironically, it was state policies that unwittingly played a decisive role in 
bringing about a decline in the social and political significance of the hamula. 
First, the annullment of the Military Government significantly reduced the 
vulnerability of the Arab population and its reliance on local patrons for basic 
needs because many of the rewards delivered by patrons were associated with 
the Military Administration, including travel permits required for mobility 
outside the local vicinity. With easier mobility, employment opportunities 
outside the local village increased, and hence dependence on patrons for em-
ployment or other financial benefits declined. 

Second, land policies, which were motivated by the desire to privilege the 
Jewish population, contributed to a process of social and economic modern-
ization that decreased the dependence of many among the PAI population on 
patrons. The practice of land nationalization and redistribution by the state 
meant that many who previously relied on subsistence farming had to search 
for alternative means of livelihood elsewhere. This problem was acute because 
the land expropriated was often used for agricultural cultivation. If in 1954 
about 54 percent of the Arabs in Israel were agricultural workers, only around 
15 percent continued working in agriculture by the second half of the 1970s 
(See Table 4).131 As a result, a growing number of Arabs hired themselves out 
as wage laborers to Jewish employers in Jewish localities. Since most of the 
Jewish economy was modern and industrial, searching for employment in 
the urban sector was generally more successful. An important share of the 
male workforce also became self-employed as contractors, subcontractors, 
and owners of small service businesses. A small minority became profession-
als and owners of big businesses. Developing a large-scale independent in-
dustrial sector to compete with Jewish industries faced significant obstacles 
because of government subsidies provided to industries in High Preference 
Zones (normally Jewish populated areas). Assistance provided by the JA and 
JNF also gave industries in Jewish populated areas an advantage that was dif-
ficult to overcome.132 As a result, by 1975 most Arab male workers, who ac-
counted for approximately 90 percent of the Arab workforce, were employed 
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in Jewish urban areas in construction, transportation, cleaning services, wait-
ing, and other relatively low-paying jobs.133

Nevertheless, the forced occupational transitions diminished basic eco-
nomic dependence on the hamula, in turn reducing the political control of 
the local patrons, and thus facilitating the decline of dependent clientelistic 
electoral politics and central government capacity to control the minority. 
Tables 4 and 5 show the occupational transitions. Table 4 shows the decline 

Table 4. PAI Males Working in Agriculture out of Total Arab Male 
Workforce (%), 1954–1980

1954 1961 1975 1980
54 43 15.6 14.1

Data for 1954, 1961 from Wallach and Lissak, Carta’s Atlas of Israel, 139. Data for 1975, 1980 
from Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, Statistical Abstracts of Israel, 27 (1976), 299; 32 (1981), 
332. The 1975 and 1980 data lump agriculture with forestry and fishing. Hence the share of 
agricultural workers is lower than indicated by the table.

Table 5. Occupational Distribution (%) of Arab Males, 1975 and 1980

Occupation Distribution Distribution
(89.4% of total (81.7% of total
Arab workforce), 1975  Arab workforce), 1980 

Agriculture, 
forestry and fishing 15.6 14.1

Construction 
(building and public works) 26.7 22.9

Industry 
(mining and manufacturing) 16.8 19.3

Commerce, 
restaurants and hotels 10.9 11.2

Public and 
community services 12.1 14.5

Transport, storage 
and communication 8.0 6.7

Financing and 
business services 2.0 2.3

Personal and 
other services 7.5 8.3

Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, Statistical Abstracts of Israel, 27 (1976), 299; 32 (1981), 332.
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in agricultural employment between 1954 and 1980. Table 5 shows the occu-
pational distribution of Arab males in 1975 and 1980. The table demonstrates 
that by the mid-1970s more Arab males were employed in occupations re-
lated to the modern economy (most conspicuously in industry and construc-
tion) than in agriculture. 

The integration of the PAI minority into the industrialized economy 
was complemented by a rapid urbanization process of the Arab localities. In 
1961, Arabs in Israel lived in 2 Arab towns (Nazareth and Shafa‘amr), 6 mixed 
towns and cities, and 101 villages of 5,000 or fewer residents. The number 
of urban vicinities in which Arabs resided rose to 20 by 1972, 26 by 1977, 
and over 30 by 1979. In 1980, a majority of the PAI population inhabited 34 
urban vicinities while about a third of the population resided in villages of 
5,000 people or fewer.134 Table 6 shows the urbanization process of the Arab 
minority in Israel.

State-driven modernization in the realm of education also had a consid-
erable impact on the decline in political significance of the hamula. In 1949, 
the government enacted legislation making schooling mandatory and free of 
charge for all children between the ages of 5 and 13. A subsequent legislation 
extended the provision to age 16. While there were several independently 
run schools, the state was by far the main provider of education, including in 
Arab areas. The number of elementary schools operated by the state in PAI-
populated areas grew from 59 in 1948 to 139 in 1960, 219 in 1970, and 312 
in 1980. The number of high schools in Arab populated areas rose from 7 in 
1960 to 35 in 1970, 49 in 1980, and 93 by the end of the 1980s. The rise in the 
number of high school classrooms built in Arab schools is most revealing. 
While there were 31 high school classrooms in 1960, there were 183 class-

Table 6. Urbanization of Arab Population in Israel (%), 1961–1979  

Year Arabs living in rural areas Arabs urban dwellers
of total Arab population of total Arab population

1961 74.3 25.7
1969 57.0 43.0
1974 41.7 58.3
1979 32.2 67.8

Data for 1961 from Wallach and Lissak, Carta’s Atlas of Israel: The First Years 1948–1961, 137. 
Data for 1969, 1974, 1979 from Wallach and Lissak, Carta’s Atlas of Israel: The Third Decade 
1971–1981, 22.
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rooms in high schools by 1970, 622 in 1980, and 1,223 by the late 1980s.135

The number of Arab students attending high schools also increased sharply, 
from 1,956 in 1960 to 10,507 in 1970, to 37,276 in 1980.136 In a period of 
two decades, when the Arab population as a whole grew by only 2.67 times 
(from 239,200 in 1960 to 638,900 in 1980) and the relative proportion of Arab 
school-age children among the entire Arab population remained relatively 
constant at 30 percent, the number of Arab high school classrooms increased 
by approximately 20 times and the number of Arab students attending high 
school grew by roughly 19 times.137 By 1977, 92 percent of all school-age 
Arabs attended school.138 The increase in the number of Arab university stu-
dents also far exceeded Arab population growth, rising from 268 in 1966 to 
2,000 in 1978 and 2,300 in 1981.139

In short, over a period of roughly three decades, the Arab minority un-
derwent a transition from a rurally based and largely illiterate population 
that relies heavily on an agricultural economy to a far more urbanized and 
educated group that is mostly employed in the modern economy of urban 
vicinities in low-paying jobs as quasi-skilled labor. Modern means of com-
munication facilitated transfer of information and enhanced intracommunal 
contact (the proportion of Arab households that owned a television set in-
creased from 14.3 percent in 1970 to 70.9 in 1977, and telephone ownership 
significantly increased as well.)140 The accumulation of these societal changes 
resulted in the decline of the dependence of most Arabs on the local village 
patrons for their necessities, and hence contributed to the decline of the pa-
tronage networks. The disintegration of the patron-client networks in turn 
created space for independent political activism. The Communists were the 
ones to take advantage of these new opportunities.

Regional Influences

No discussion of the PAI can be complete without some attention paid to the 
1967 war and its implications. The war’s aftermath saw a significant shift in 
the territorial boundaries under the jurisdiction of the Israeli state as Israeli 
rule extended to the West Bank and Gaza and led to renewed contact between 
the PAI and their co-nationals in these territories. Approximately one million 
Palestinians, many of whom were displaced during the 1947–1949 war and 
who for nineteen years or so lived under Egyptian and Jordanian rule, came 
under Israeli rule. With the annulment of the Military Government within 
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Israel, the PAI were now able to freely visit old relatives and friends, who 
themselves were now subjects of an Israeli Military administration.

To what extent and how exogenous factors, such as the regional war, influ-
ence state-minority relations is a debated question, as briefly discussed in the 
Introduction. In the case of the PAI, transitions in minority political activ-
ism came in proximity to the 1967 war. Willingness to openly self-identify as 
Palestinian and express ethnonational sentiments were widespread through-
out the 1970s and 1980s. Public opinion surveys reveal this inclination.141

Without reliable comparable survey data from earlier decades, however, it is 
impossible to establish trends. 

An interesting 1976 survey found that 58.4 percent of the PAI viewed the 
term “Palestinian” as appropriate for their self-description, usually in con-
junction with the broader Arab identity.142 Over one fifth of the interviewees 
totally opposed Israel’s right to exist and an additional 29 percent had res-
ervations about the state’s right to exist.143 Over one quarter of respondents 
viewed being a part of a future Palestinian state alongside Israel as a desir-
able future for the PAI and over half saw recognition as a separate but equal 
people in Israel as desirable, indicating a desire for an ethnically neutral, but 
not blind, state in which allocation of resources is on a communal basis.144 In 
this light, a significant majority of the PAI felt their community should have 
institutional autonomy in the spheres of education (including a separate Arab 
university), media, local government, and trade.145

It should be stressed that integrationist tendencies were also exposed in 
this survey. Roughly half of the PAI thought the title “Israeli,” usually in con-
junction with Arab or Palestinian, was appropriate for the collective iden-
tity of their group; most of the PAI viewed biculturalism as an important 
educational goal; and more than 90 percent supported retaining or even ex-
tending Hebrew language instruction in Arab schools.146 Considering that 
approximately 63 percent of the PAI were wage-earners working for Jewish 
employers, these findings can be interpreted as practical means for increasing 
opportunities within the existing constraints.147

What is interesting for the purpose of this analysis is that the strong eth-
nonationalist preferences that existed in the 1970s were rarely reflected in 
PAI politics. The DFPE did ask that the PAI be recognized as a national mi-
nority but on the whole kept clear of isolationist demands. As this chapter 
has shown, Rakah went to great length to present itself as a Jewish-Arab party 
and stress an integrationist agenda. It was criticized by some among the PAI 
for neglecting the national question and submitting to the Soviets. Moreover, 
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according to the 1976 survey, only one year before the DFPE’s great elec-
toral success among the PAI, less than half of the minority population viewed 
non-Zionist parties composed of Arabs and Jews, such as the DFPE, as the 
preferable type of Arab political organization, while over one third viewed in-
dependent and exclusive Arab national political parties as the preferable form 
of political organization for mobilizing on behalf of the minority.148

Minority political demands, however, are not necessarily a reflection of 
popular sentiments. Ultimately, it is political organizations that engage in 
activism and make demands on behalf of the minority. That Rakah, within 
the DFPE framework, led PAI political activism without serious competition 
from more ethnonationalist organizations suggests that if popular sentiments 
of Palestinian nationalism were indeed influenced by the changing regional 
environment, the impact of exogenous factors on minority political activism 
is, at most, mediated by the domestic institutional framework. 

Conclusion

In light of these processes, it was by no means inevitable that the ideology of 
the Communist Party would be at the forefront, indeed dominate, minority 
demands. Sammy Smooha’s surveys in the 1970s revealed that the ideological 
position advanced by the Communists—whereby the desirable solution for 
the PAI is a secular Israeli state, where all citizens have equal rights as indi-
viduals regardless of ethnic background (an ethnically neutral and ethnically 
blind state), alongside a Palestinian state—was not fully shared by the major-
ity of the PAI electorate.149

And yet, until the mid-1980s, the Communists, and by extension their 
demands, dominated Arab politics without serious competition from isola-
tionist and ethnonationalist organizations. Undoubtedly, resources, path de-
pendence, and historical legacies played a role in engendering this outcome. 
Studies of contentious politics have revealed that the availability of resources 
for mobilization is the key for sustaining mobilization.150 Important resources 
include, but are not limited to, party branches and organizational infrastruc-
ture, personnel, money, access to media, and leadership skills and experience. 
The Communist Party, due to the legacies of preceding decades, was the only 
organization with significant resources to mobilize when the opportunities 
were opened. Its party branches spread throughout PAI population cen-
ters. By the early 1980s, the party’s biweekly al-Ittihad had become the most 
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widely circulated Arab paper, and in 1983, the newspaper became a daily. The 
party’s youth movements increased the party’s presence. The National Orga-
nization of Arab Academics and Students and other affiliated student bodies 
were formed to assist the Communists with organizing and mobilizing the 
intelligentsia. 

That the Communists were in a position to mobilize when opportuni-
ties arrived is largely a legacy of the preceding periods. The only non-Zionist 
party that integrated Arabs and had the necessary preexisting party infra-
structure, resources, organizational foundations, and experience in politics 
to mobilize at the national level was the Communist Party. Independent na-
tional PAI organizations were unavailable in the immediate period following 
the abolition of the Military Government. Thus, at a time when state pres-
ence declined considerably due to the demise of the Military Administration 
and the collapse of the patronage networks, when internal majority divisions 
increased, resulting in the fragmentation in the centers of political power, 
and the minority experienced rapid societal transformation, the Communists 
were the only readily available option for the PAI. Therefore, the party had 
almost a monopoly on the articulation of minority demands. 

Ethnically based organizations that made more isolationist or ethnona-
tionalist claims tried to emerge, but they lacked organizational infrastructure 
and resources. Hence they were unable to mobilize effectively and offer an 
alternative agenda to the vision of the Communists, despite indications that 
a large segment of PAI society might have supported a more assertive eth-
nonationalist path had there been a viable ethnically exclusive political orga-
nization pulling in that direction. By the 1990s, however, such organizations 
would emerge, challenge Rakah’s dominance, and advance different claims on 
behalf of the minority. 
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The Ethnonational Turn

In October 2000, thousands of Arab citizens of Israel took to the streets to 
demonstrate in solidarity with the second Palestinian uprising, or intifada, 
which had erupted several days earlier in the West Bank and Gaza. The pro-
tests soon turned into a violent clash between the police and the demonstra-
tors, resulting in the death of twelve PAI protestors. Marking a significant 
deviation from PAI behavior during the first intifada, which amounted 
mostly to general strikes, the October events left a deep wound in Jewish-PAI 
relations in Israel. 

On one level, episodes of communally related violence are sparked off 
by proximate precipitants.1 The second intifada and television images of Is-
raeli soldiers engaging in brutal confrontation with Palestinians in the West 
Bank and Gaza undoubtedly fueled sentiments of anger among many PAI. 
At the same time, a precipitating event is not a cause independent of broader 
underlying currents and transformations in a deeply divided society. To put 
it succinctly, the last two decades have witnessed a significant surge in the 
salience of PAI ethnonationalism. Whereas in previous decades the Commu-
nists spearheaded an integrationist strategy that sought to advance an over-
arching civic identity and according to which ethnic background ought to be 
irrelevant for resource distribution, throughout the 1990s and 2000s a grow-
ing number of PAI political organizations have been increasingly promoting 
Palestinian consciousness, advancing ethnonationalist objectives, and de-
manding recognition of collective group rights. PAI elites have reframed their 
demands using the language of indigenousness. “They are demanding an of-
ficial recognition as an indigenous people entitled to collective rights that 
should be translated into self-government.”2 The Vision Documents, com-
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posed by new elites in multiple organizations that have emerged over the last 
two decades, demand autonomy in the spheres of education, religion, culture, 
social welfare, planning and development, and control over resources. They 
simultaneously demand proportional allocation of resources and veto power 
on state policies that affect the PAI. Furthermore, as indigenous people, they 
view themselves as integral members of the Palestinian people and a compo-
nent of the broader conflict as a whole. 

PAI collectivist politics have largely been manifested in the establishment 
of ethnically based organizations in several spheres, in demands to increase the 
ethnically exclusive sphere and their authority in it, and in willingness to take a 
more confrontational stance when asserting their demands. In the parliamen-
tary arena, exclusive PAI political parties with ethnonational platforms have 
emerged, challenging the successor of the Communist Party, the DFPE. The 
DFPE has responded to the intensifying competition by increasing its appeal 
to the collective national sentiments of the PAI community and forming alli-
ances with hardcore PAI ethnonationalist movements, thus downplaying the 
party’s biethnic side. In the extra-parliamentary sphere, too, there is growing 
ethnicity-based PAI civil society activity that presents communalist challenges 
to the state. Religious and secular organizations have proliferated and are politi-
cally active in making communalist demands on the state. Alongside demands 
for increased autonomy and an exclusive social sphere for the minority, many 
new civil society organizations have been acting to increase the ethnic neutral-
ity of the state while demanding proportional distribution of resources based 
on group size. Thus, rather than advocate civic, or bi-ethnic, collaboration, the 
new political actors are now practicing politics that revolve around communal 
affiliation and are demanding formal recognition of collective minority rights. 

This chapter discusses the ethnonational phase of PAI involvement in Is-
raeli politics. The chapter begins with a discussion of recent expressions of 
minority ethnonationalism, including the publication of the Vision Docu-
ments and the October events. The discussion then proceeds with a survey of 
the main political organizations that have emerged over the last two decades 
(both in the parliamentary arena and in the expanding civil society sphere) 
and have been involved in advancing PAI communalism. Chapter 6 will eval-
uate the conditions conducive to this transition of minority political activism. 
In a nutshell, the investigation reveals that majority resistance to minority 
integration and to attempts to make the state more neutral, coupled with a 
decline in state cohesion and extensiveness—factors that cause a decline in 
central government capacity to control society in general and contentious 
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minority activism in particular—provided favorable conditions for commu-
nalist politics. The emergence of a new PAI elite to take advantage of these 
institutional changes and act as mobilizing agents has also been imperative to 
these developments. 

The Vision Documents

The most audacious nonviolent assertion of PAI ethnonational claims to date 
has been the publication of four documents, collectively known as the Vision 
Documents, in 2006 and 2007 by a number of different PAI organizations 
that have come to the forefront of PAI politics in recent decades: The Na-
tional Committee for the Heads of the Arab Local Authorities (NCHALA); 
Mada al-Carmel: The Arab Center for Applied Social Research; Adalah [jus-
tice]: The Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel; and the Mossawa 
[equality] Center: The Advocacy Center for Arab Citizens in Israel). These 
four documents, The Future Vision of the Palestinian Arabs in Israel, The Haifa 
Declaration, The Democratic Constitution, and An Equal Constitution for All? 
On the Constitution and the Collective Rights of Arabs Citizens in Israel,3 pres-
ent the PAI as the indigenous population of the land, provide a PAI narrative 
of state-minority and majority-minority relations, and present an ideologi-
cal program for addressing the minority’s status and future state-minority 
relations (and by extension, majority-minority relations). Significantly, the 
documents identify the Jewish identity of the state as the root cause of the PAI 
plight and make demands for major institutional changes that will address 
the distinct ethnonational identity of the PAI. 

Arguably the most significant of these publications, and the one that has 
attracted most attention, is NCHALA’s The Future Vision. This position paper 
constitutes the most outspoken organized and collaborative effort by PAI 
elites from across the political spectrum to offer an alternative to the existing 
institutional framework. Thirty-eight prominent PAI academics, intellectu-
als, and political activists contributed to the composition of the document, 
which was endorsed by the High Follow Up Committee for the Arabs in Is-
rael (HFUCAI), an organization composed of many elected representatives 
of the PAI (including Knesset members and heads of local councils) and lead-
ers of NGOs and other movements. Because of the extent of this collabora-
tive effort, The Future Vision is widely seen as representative of the collective 
position of the new PAI elite that has arisen over the last two decades (the 
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team of contributors also included Adalah activists who contributed to The
Democratic Constitution and Mossawa’s Yousef Jabareen, who composed An 
Equal Constitution for All?). The Future Vision has been described by experts 
as challenging “for the first time . . . most of the foundational premises of the 
Jewish state” and as constituting “a watershed in the history of Jewish-Arab 
relations in Israel.”4 Taken together, all four documents present serious chal-
lenges to majority-minority relations. 

Despite important differences, the four documents share many ideas and 
positions. One of the most eye-catching features is the presentation of the PAI 
as the native people of the land, who are an integral part of the Palestinian 
people elsewhere and who were coercively separated from their co-nationals 
by the establishment of the State of Israel. The Haifa Declaration opens with 
the statement

We, sons and daughters of the Palestinian Arab people who remained 
in our homeland despite the Nakba, who were forcibly made a minor-
ity in the State of Israel after its establishment in 1948 on the greater 
part of the Palestinian homeland; do hereby affirm in this Declaration 
the foundations of our identity and belonging. . . .

Despite the setback to our national project and our relative isola-
tion from the rest of our Palestinian people and our Arab nation since 
the Nakba; despite all the attempts made to keep us in ignorance of 
our Palestinian and Arab history; despite attempts to splinter us into 
sectarian groups and to truncate our identity into a misshapen “Israeli 
Arab” one, we have spared no effort to preserve our Palestinian iden-
tity and national dignity and to fortify it. In this regard, we reaffirm 
our attachment to our Palestinian homeland and people, to our Arab 
nation, with its language, history, and culture, as we reaffirm also our 
right to remain in our homeland and to safeguard it.5

The Future Vision and Mossawa’s An Equal Constitution for All? use indi-
geneity explicitly. The preface to the latter publication states that “The Mos-
sawa Center advocates for both minority status recognition in Israel and 
indigenous rights.”6 The constitution proposal proceeds to dedicate a subsec-
tion to a discussion of this status:

[The Arab minority] is the indigenous, original Arab Palestinian pop-
ulation, living in its homeland even before the state was established, 
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when it was the majority group together with the rest of its people. 
The State of Israel was established on the ruins of the Palestinian 
people, for whom this event was a national tragedy—the Nakba. The 
indigeneity of the Arab population, therefore, is an integral part of the 
way in which it experiences its situation in Israel.7

Similarly, The Future Vision begins with the declaration, “We are the Palestin-
ian Arabs in Israel, the indigenous peoples, the residents of the State of Israel, 
and an integral part of the Palestinian People and the Arab and Muslim and 
human nation.”8 Finally, Adalah’s Democratic Constitution states that

The Palestinian Arab citizens of the State of Israel have lived in their 
homeland for innumerable generations. Here they were born, here 
their historic roots have grown, and here their national and cultural 
life has developed and flourished. They are active contributors to 
human history and culture as part of the Arab and Islamic nations 
and as an inseparable part of the Palestinian people.9

Conceiving of the PAI as an indigenous national minority and as an in-
tegral part of the Palestinian and Arab people lays the basis for the type of 
demands and political claims made by the PAI.10 First, the documents de-
mand that the state formally recognize the PAI as the indigenous people of 
the country and as a national minority and to bestow on it a fitting legal sta-
tus.11 A formal title, in turn, provides a source of legitimacy to claims to lan-
guage protection; distinct and autonomous political, legal, economic, social, 
and cultural institutions; self-government in the spheres of education, control 
over resources, planning and development, social welfare, and communica-
tion; and freedom to maintain ties with Palestinians and Arabs elsewhere. 
The increasing diligence with which the PAI have been asserting their group 
demands is strikingly correlated with the codification of related norms in in-
ternational conventions and declarations, as the labels national minority and 
indigenous people have gained normative and practical significance. Norms 
for the entitlements of national minorities and indigenous peoples have been 
codified in the burgeoning body of declarations adopted by international 
organizations over the last two decades. The UN 1992 Declaration on the 
Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic 
Minorities; the UN 2007 Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
which was adopted after many years of deliberations; and other declara-
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tions (for example, the Council of Europe 1995 Framework Convention for 
the Protection of National Minorities) endorse the rights of groups that fall 
under the relevant categories to enhanced collective rights, variable group au-
tonomy and control over resources, protection from intervention by external 
state authorities in their affairs, and protection from forced assimilation and 
integration.12

If the PAI are viewed as an indigenous homeland minority and members 
of a larger national group, the idea of a trans-state Jewish nationalism with 
premodern ties to the land goes unacknowledged. There is a general accep-
tance, implicit and explicit, that a new category of a Jewish-Israeli nation has 
been created by the Israeli state and has a right to reside on the territory.13

However, recognizing the existence of a recently formed Jewish-Israeli cat-
egory, which is currently residing in Israel as a result of immigration, is sig-
nificantly different from accepting that there are national ties between Jews in 
Israel and Jews elsewhere or that non-Israeli Jews are entitled to claim histori-
cal ties to the land. The Jewish state is depicted in some of these documents as 
an outcome of colonialism without any reference to a Jewish national claim to 
age-old connection to the land. The Future Vision states that 

Israel is the outcome of a settlement process initiated by the Zionist-
Jewish elite in Europe and the west and realized by Colonial countries 
contributing to it and by promoting Jewish immigration to Palestine, 
in light of the results of the Second World War and the Holocaust. 
After the creation of the state in 1948, Israel continued to use policies 
derived from its vision as an extension of the west in the Middle East 
and continued conflicting with its neighbours.14

Israel, thus, is conceived of as an extension of the West in the Middle East 
rather than an expression of Jewish nationalism. Less blunt in its rejection of 
Jewish national claims to the land, but still adopting the traditional Palestin-
ian nationalist narrative that Israel is an outcome of colonialism and imperi-
alism, The Haifa Declaration states that 

Towards the end of the 19th century, the Zionist movement initiated 
its colonial-settler project in Palestine. Subsequently, in concert with 
world imperialism and with the collusion of the Arab reactionary 
powers, it succeeded in carrying out its project, which aimed at occu-
pying our homeland and transforming it into a state for the Jews.15
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Using the parameters of indigenousness and colonialists, the documents are 
advancing what Donald Horowitz refers to as differential legitimacy. 16 Horow-
itz has observed that “The claim to primacy by dint of indigenousness is both 
widespread and powerful; the term ‘sons of soil’ is used in a great many coun-
tries of Asia and Africa. . . . In general, the closer the identification of the group 
with the soil the more powerful the pretension [to legitimacy].”17 Indeed, the 
indigene-outsider narrative has been employed in many cases to demonstrate 
belonging and to gain advantage in claims against politically dominant groups. 
Examples include the Kalenjin and Kikuyu strife in the Kenyan Rift Valley, the 
Beti and Bamileke in Southern Cameroon, Luzon Christians and Muslims in 
Mindanao (Philippines), Papuans and Javanese in Papua (Indonesia), and many 
others. In Israel, too, the narrative implies that if Jewish presence in the region 
is an exclusive result of colonialist settlement and has no foundation in histori-
cal national ties, then Jews are not native and the moral basis of their national 
claims are not on par with those of the native Palestinian people. According to 
The Haifa Declaration and The Future Vision, it is only due to historical mishaps 
that a national home for the Jews was established in Palestine, and it came at the 
expense of the indigenous population’s national entitlement.18

It should be stressed that unlike The Future Vision and The Haifa Dec-
laration, Mossawa’s An Equal Constitution for All? and Adalah’s Democratic 
Constitution do not discuss the origins of Israel’s state formation and Jewish 
nationalism and claims. By steering clear of this issue, these two documents 
manage to avoid presenting the relationship between Palestinian national-
ism and indigeneity claims, on the one hand, and Jewish national identity 
(broader than the Jewish Israeli category), on the other, in zero-sum terms. 
Nevertheless, these two documents stress the moral significance of prior 
presence on the land on group entitlement.

Horowitz notes that in many cases, differential legitimacy on the basis of 
exclusive claims to indigeneity has led to widespread perceptions that mem-
bers of the nonindigenous group are alien and their presence on the land is, 
or should be, temporary (in some cases, there have been demands to deport 
the “aliens”), and that differential legitimacy was used to justify exclusivist 
practices on behalf of the “natives.” In the case of the PAI, characterizing Is-
rael as an extension of the West in the Middle East does not yield demands 
for the relocation of the Jewish populations. However, it does challenge the 
legitimacy of majority group national claims, and therefore the state’s Jewish 
identity, while providing the moral basis for minority group demands. Hence, 
in addition to minority national institutions and self-government, the docu-
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ments are also demanding to de-Judaize the state and formally reconstitute 
it as a binational state. The demand to fundamentally transform the founda-
tional principles of the state is facilitated by the perception of the alien roots 
of Israel’s state formation and by viewing Jewish Israelis as a new group while 
ignoring Jewish national claims to historically based ties. 

Underlying the demand to de-Judaize the state there is an overwhelming 
negative moral assessment of state practices, and by extension, Jewish domi-
nance (as one interviewee who participated in the work on The Future Vision
explained, “the state reflects the will of Jewish society”19). Israel is described 
as having “enacted racist land, immigration, and citizenship laws, and other 
laws that have allowed for the confiscation of our land and the property of 
refugees and internally displaced persons.”20 Discussing extensively the so-
cioeconomic, political, and cultural discrimination that the PAI face in Israel, 
the documents attribute the cause of this subordination to the Jewish defini-
tion of the state. The Future Vision, for example, states that 

official discrimination on a national basis is the core of all forms of 
discrimination against the Palestinian Arabs in Israel. It is the root 
cause from which Palestinians in Israel suffer, individually and col-
lectively. Thus, the official definition of Israel as a Jewish state created 
a fortified ideological barrier in the face of the possibility of obtaining 
full equality for the Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel.21

The negative moral evaluation of the Jewish state is present not only in the 
discussion of state-minority relations, but also in the context of the Arab-Israeli 
conflict as a whole. The Future Vision and The Haifa Declaration depict Israel as 
solely responsible for the Israeli-Arab conflict. Israel’s portrayal is of an impe-
rial bully looking for a fight.22 At the same time, the Arab and Palestinian role in 
the conflict—for example, the rejection of the UN 1947 partition plan, calls for 
the destruction of Israel, and Arab violence against Jews—goes unmentioned. 

Juxtaposing the negative moral evaluation of the expression of Jewish na-
tionalism through the state with the positive evaluation of Palestinianhood, 
indigeneity, and victimhood provides the foundations for calls to transform 
the national identity of the state. The (sometimes implicit) group comparison 
leads to demands for making the distinct group identities into the basis of 
formal social organization, politics, governance, and resource distribution in 
a new institutional configuration. The documents are calling for a binational 
state and advancing variants of power-sharing and consociational arrange-
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ments that will highlight group distinctiveness. Each of the documents pro-
vides a different name for the institutional arrangement that it proposes, but 
the main characteristics are similar. The Future Vision calls it a “consensual 
democracy” whereby the “State has to acknowledge that Israel is the home-
land for both Palestinians and Jews.”23 The Democratic Constitution uses the 
phrase “democratic, bilingual and multicultural state.” The Haifa Declaration
calls it simply a “democratic and bi-national state,” implying that Israel is not 
currently seen by the writers as a democracy (a position asserted bluntly in 
The Future Vision24). An Equal Constitution for All? does not provide a label. 
All documents call for official bilingualism and legal protection for minor-
ity languages. The documents also call for changing all state symbols, such 
as the flag and national anthem, as well as laws, such as the Law of Return, 
that stress the state’s Jewish identity. Another shared demand is proportional 
representation of the PAI in the bureaucracy, government and public institu-
tions, and decision-making bodies. In addition, the documents call for a right 
to veto decisions that affect the PAI population. Finally, they call for propor-
tional allocation of material resources on a collective basis, with additional 
provisions for affirmative action as a means for applying corrective justice 
and compensating for past injustices.25

Adopting the Palestinian narrative of Israel’s state formation and depict-
ing the PAI as an integral component of the Palestinian people, the docu-
ments suggest that a comprehensive resolution to the Palestinian-Jewish 
Israeli conflict as a whole necessitates addressing the PAI problem as well. 
Interestingly, in discussions leading up to the publication of The Future Vision
and The Haifa Declaration, some participants sought to explicitly propose 
a single state from the Mediterranean to the Jordan Valley as a solution to 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. This opinion, however, was held by a minor-
ity. Thus, it was decided to leave this proposal out of the documents but to 
nonetheless maintain an explicit link between the conflict's resolution and 
the PAI's position in Israel.26

The Haifa Declaration presents the occupation of the Gaza Strip and the 
West Bank in 1967 as a historical continuation of Israel’s establishment in 
1948 and an extension of its overall mistreatment of the Palestinian people.27

In the opening paragraph, the writers of The Haifa Declaration posit, “We . . . 
put forward our conception of the preconditions for a historic reconciliation 
between the Palestinian people and the Israeli Jewish people, and of the fu-
ture to which we aspire as regards the relationship between the two peoples.”28

The Declaration goes on to state,
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This reconciliation requires the State of Israel to recognize the histori-
cal injustice that it committed against the Palestinian people through 
its establishment, to accept responsibility for the Nakba, which befell 
all parts of the Palestinian people, and also for the war crimes and 
crimes of occupation that it has committed in the Occupied Territo-
ries. Reconciliation also requires recognizing the Right of Return and 
acting to implement it in accordance with United Nations Resolution 
194, ending the Occupation and removing the settlements from all 
Arab territory occupied since 1967, recognizing the right of the Pales-
tinian people to self-determination and to an independent and sover-
eign state, and recognizing the rights of Palestinian citizens in Israel, 
which derive from being a homeland minority.29

Similarly, Adalah’s Democratic Constitution links Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
resolution to settling PAI-Jewish relations when it states that 

In order to build an equal and democratic society, free of repression and 
violence, and as a basis for historic reconciliation between the State of 
Israel and the Palestinian People and the entire Arab nation, the State 
of Israel must recognize its responsibility for past injustices suffered by 
the Palestinian People, both before and after its establishment, [and] its 
responsibility for the injustices of the Nakba and the Occupation.30

In short, the Vision Documents daringly articulate Palestinian national-
ism in Israel and portray a picture whereby Palestinian nationalism stands on 
a higher moral ground than Jewish national claims, a position that provides a 
platform for calls to de-Judaize the state and claims to self-government in im-
portant realms. According to the documents, until these issues are addressed 
satisfactorily, a comprehensive resolution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict as 
a whole cannot be complete.

The October Events 

One of the monumental events manifesting PAI transition away from passiv-
ity and growing identification with Palestinian nationalism was what became 
known as the October events, an episode of unrest that erupted in October 
2000, shortly after the outbreak of the second intifada. This affair expressed 
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willingness to engage in confrontational activism to challenge state social 
boundaries.

A comparison of PAI behavior during the first Palestinian intifada of the 
late 1980s in the West Bank and Gaza with that during the second intifada 
is particularly instructive for evaluating the transformation of PAI mobiliza-
tion. According to Sammy Smooha, none of the characteristics of an upris-
ing—which include casualties, curfews, confrontation with security forces, 
throwing of stones and Molotov cocktails, mass arrests and detentions, the 
disruption of daily life, and a decline in the standard of living—existed among 
the PAI during the first Palestinian intifada.31 The main act of solidarity was a 
one-day strike in which about 60 percent of the PAI participated.32 Although 
localized cases of stone throwing took place during this strike, PAI support 
for the intifada was by and large confined to parliamentary lobbying, expres-
sions of public sympathy, and humanitarian aid.

Contrast this behavior with the unrest of October 2000. Two days after 
the eruption of violence in the West Bank and Gaza, thousands of PAI took 
to the streets. The protests were intense; they were widespread in the Galilee 
and the Little Triangle and went on for several days. They were labeled in 
some PAI quarters as a local "intifada.”33 One Israeli Jew was killed when his 
car was stoned near the Arab village of Jisser a-Zarka. The police responded 
to the unrest by using a variety of means, including the firing of rubber bul-
lets and, in some cases, live ammunition at the protestors, killing thirteen of 
them and eventually managing to suppress the violence. The State Commis-
sion of Inquiry into the Clashes Between Security Forces and Israeli Civilians, 
known as the Or Commission, investigated the violence and observed that

The riots in the Arab sector inside the State of Israel in early October 
were unprecedented. The events were extremely unusual from sev-
eral perspectives. Thousands participated, at many locations, at the 
same time. The intensity of the violence and aggression expressed in 
the events were extremely powerful. Against security forces, and even 
against civilians, use was made of a variety of means of attack, includ-
ing a small number of live fire incidents, Molotov cocktails, ball bear-
ings in slingshots, various methods of stone throwing and the rolling 
of burning tires. Jews were attacked on the roads for being Jewish and 
their property was destroyed. In a number of incidences, they were 
just inches from death at the hands of an unrestrained mob.

In a number of incidences, attempts were made to enter Jewish 
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towns in order to attack them. Major traffic arteries were blocked for 
long periods of time and traffic to various Jewish towns was seriously 
disrupted, sometimes even severed, for long periods of time. In a large 
number of instances, the aggression and violence was characterized by 
great determination and continued for long periods. The police acted 
to restore order and used a variety of means to disperse the crowd. 
As a result of the use of some of these means, which included firing 
of rubber bullets and a few instances of live fire, Arab citizens were 
killed and many more were injured. In the second wave of events, 
some places saw retaliatory Jewish riots against Arabs.

During the events, 12 Arab and one Jewish citizen were killed. 
One resident of the Gaza Strip was also killed. Such riots could have 
developed—heaven forbid—into a serious conflict between sectors of 
the population, such as the interracial conflicts with their attendant 
results that we have seen in distant locals. The fact is that, in a num-
ber of locations in Israel, these developments did lead to retaliatory 
Jewish riots.34

Significant changes in the behavior of political elites since the first inti-
fada are also conspicuous. If during the first intifada PAI leaders generally 
called for expressions of solidarity without joining the uprising or commit-
ting acts of civil disobedience,35 during the second intifada PAI leaders from 
a variety of streams delivered messages that, according to the findings of the 
Or Commission, delegitimized the state and inspired the PAI to take violent 
actions.36 Leaders from a variety of political organizations with ethnonation-
alist orientations were accused of praising violent protests and encouraging 
the PAI to adopt this mode of action in their October protests.37 Azmi Bishara 
of the Balad party, a rising political force from the mid-1990s, was found to 
have urged the PAI to learn the lessons of Hezbollah’s success against Israel in 
southern Lebanon and to engage in a “popular intifidah.”38 Leaders from the 
strengthening Islamic movement urged the PAI to join what they termed the 
al-Aqsa Intifada, warning that the “al-Aqsa Mosque is in danger” and call-
ing on the PAI to be willing to use force and sacrifice lives in defense of the 
mosque if the need arose.39 Indeed, framing the events as a domestic intifada 
that coincided with the Palestinian intifada in the West Bank and Gaza served 
to highlight the ethnonational dimension of the mobilization. 

PAI elites were further found by the investigating committee to have been 
responsible for spreading unverified rumors that spurred anxiety among the 
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PAI and provided fuel for violence. One rumor spoke about a “slaughter [of 
Palestinians] that is still taking place in the al-Aqsa Mosque.”40 The HFUCAI 
was blamed for spreading unverified rumors about police responsibility for 
the death of an Arab woman in earlier violent protests.41 Another rumor dealt 
with alleged Israeli intentions to harm the al-Aqsa mosque. Experiments in 
psychology and evidence from comparative studies suggest that perceptions 
of hostile intentions and aggressive physical behavior on the part of an adver-
sary increase the prospects of eliciting a violent response.42 The significance 
of rumors in stirring anxiety and precipitating episodes of ethnic violence 
should not be underestimated. In his seminal work on ethnic riots, Horowitz 
notes that rumors play a critical role: 

They justify the violence that is about to occur. Their severity is often 
an indicator of the severity of impending violence. Rumors narrow 
the options that seem available to those who join crowds and commit 
them to a line of action. They mobilize ordinary people to do what 
they would not normally do. They shift the balance in a crowd toward 
those proposing the most extreme action. . . . Rumors, then, are not 
stray tales. They perform functions for the group and for individuals 
in it.43

Ascribing aggressive behavior to state authorities, the PAI were moved to an 
unprecedented form of action. 

The systematic discrimination from which the PAI have been suffering 
and that was stressed throughout the Or Commission report undoubtedly 
played a significant role in spurring the October unrest, no less than imput-
ing aggression to the Jewish state. Yet the timing of the riots was not ran-
dom and suggests that broader underlying minority group transformations 
conditioned the impact of systematic discrimination and perceived Israeli 
aggression in the West Bank and Gaza on PAI behavior. Increasing minor-
ity mobilization in the name of Palestinian ethnonational identity led to the 
outburst at this particular juncture, namely the outbreak of the second inti-
fada, and not during the first intifada or some other random point in time. 
The conditions that have produced this transformation will be discussed in 
the next chapter.

It should not be forgotten that the October riots were suppressed in a 
number of days by what the Or Commission found to be an unrestrained 
response by the security forces.44 The relatively quick restoration of calm and 
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the absence of any recurrences suggest that although central government ca-
pacity to control minority mobilization like it did in the first decades has 
diminished, state authorities still possess sufficient capacity to set firm pa-
rameters within which political activity must take place and that they can 
ward off minority violent contestation of the state’s foundational rules that 
privilege the Jewish majority.

It is important to stress that even though there was no repetition of the un-
rest of October 2000, the events did have ongoing repercussions on PAI-Jewish 
relations in Israel. The PAI boycotted the 2001 national elections for the pre-
miership to protest their repression by the state authorities.45 One study revealed 
that in 2001, only about one quarter of the PAI were willing to fly an Israeli flag 
on Israel’s Independence Day, as opposed to 43 percent in 1995.46 Meanwhile, 
the Jewish public, taken aback by the magnitude of the PAI riots, has been shun-
ning PAI places of business, which prior to the violence were frequently visited 
by Jews and relied on Jewish clientele. This unofficial boycott has contributed 
to an economic downturn and, according to one source, has “resulted in a 50 
percent decline in the volume of Palestinian business in Israel.”47

More significantly, a growing number of Jewish politicians, intellectu-
als, and academics have started to openly consider whether PAI-populated 
areas, given the vociferousness of their ethnonationalist expressions, should 
be transferred to the authority of a future Palestinian state. Such proposals 
did not come only from right-wing political parties such as Yisrael Beytenu.48

The distinguished political scientist Shlomo Avineri, an Israel prize laureate 
and a former director general in the Foreign Ministry, proposed that follow-
ing the formation of a Palestinian state in the West Bank, a referendum be 
held in PAI areas adjacent to the Green Line in which the PAI would be asked 
whether they wanted to be annexed to the Palestinian state.49 This emerging 
discourse, coupled with hardening PAI alienation, reflected ethno-fortifica-
tion and isolationism in the aftermath of the October events. 

Ethnic Political Parties

Momentous events—such as the publication of the Vision Documents and 
the October events—highlight a longer process of transformation that can 
be observed in routine politics but whose meaning is sometimes overlooked 
because of the incremental character of the change. It sometimes takes excep-
tional events to direct attention to the significance of the nature of the change. 
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It is worth stressing, therefore, that PAI ethnonationalism is not an event that 
suddenly occurred in the year 2000. There has been an ongoing process in 
politics for more than two decades whereby ethnonational political organiza-
tions have steadily taken center stage. 

In the parliamentary arena, the ethnonationalist turn has been reflected 
in gradual growth in the number and popularity of ethnic parties that have 
been touting Palestinian nationalism in Israel. These parties have posed chal-
lenges to the DFPE, which, as discussed in the previous chapter, was carry-
ing the banner of Jewish-Arab cooperation and demanded a unifying civic 
Israeli identity. Whereas the DFPE tried to project an image of a nonethnic 
party, the new parties formed on an ethnically exclusive basis in an attempt 
to capitalize on group loyalties. As these parties increased in numbers and 
attempted to solidify their support base, they also engaged in intense com-
petition for voters.50 This internal competition, in turn, has led to an implicit 
outbidding war in which each party tries to persuade a limited pool of ethnic 
voters that it is the best representative of communal interests.51 Thus, the par-
ties’ assertiveness has grown bolder over the years, and, like ethnic parties 
in many other deeply divided societies, they have not only reflected but also 
contributed to the growth of PAI ethnonationalism by appealing to the elec-
torate in ethnic terms.52

The first serious electoral challenge to the DFPE came from the Progres-
sive List for Peace (PLP), which first competed in the 1984 elections. The PLP 
was established after a group of activists and intellectuals splintered from the 
DFPE, charging that the Communist Party was too feeble in addressing PAI 
national identity. Like the DFPE, the PLP was formed as a joint Arab-Jewish 
list, but with an Arab as its head, namely the Muslim lawyer Mohammad 
Mi’ari. The party claimed to advance Palestinian national awareness among 
the Arabs in Israel, emphasizing the minority’s ethnonational affiliation with 
Palestinians elsewhere.53 The movement’s main focus of activism, however, 
was advocacy on behalf of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza. 
Otherwise, the party was vague on how its proposed agenda of state neutral-
ity should be pursued in Israel. Following two national election campaigns 
in 1984 and 1988, in which it won two seats and one seat, respectively, the 
party decided to “Arabize” and marginalized Jewish representation.54 Facing 
competition from additional new PAI parties, the PLP was unable to retain its 
support among the PAI and was not reelected in subsequent elections.

The Arab Democratic Party (ADP) was the first independent political 
party to organize on an exclusive Arab basis. It was formed by Abdulwahab 
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Darawshe in the run-up to the 1988 elections, shortly after the first Palestin-
ian uprising erupted in the West Bank and Gaza. Darawshe left the Labor 
Party, charging that it was complicit in repressing the Palestinians in the West 
Bank and Gaza.55 Maintaining that Jewish parties were exploiting Arab voters 
without advancing the minority’s interests or enabling integration, Darawshe 
reasoned that a separate Arab party had become a necessity to mobilize the 
PAI and promote the group’s particularistic interests in conjunction with lob-
bying for a Palestinian state alongside Israel.56 Despite its ethnically exclusive 
character, the party did not rule out cooperation with Zionist parties and 
expressed willingness to participate in Labor-led coalition governments fol-
lowing the national elections of 1992 and 1999, a stance that led some observ-
ers to view the ADP as an integrationist party.57 The integrationist dimension 
was further reflected in the party’s demand to have Arabs appointed to senior 
posts in the bureaucratic apparatus as a means for enhancing Arab participa-
tion in decision-making. 

Integrationist aspects were combined with efforts to expand a separate 
Arab sphere. The ADP contributed to the establishment of organizations par-
ticular to the PAI and demanded that the PAI be recognized as a national mi-
nority with a distinct national identity.58 Although these demands fell short of 
institutional autonomy, the party did raise the idea that the PAI community 
should be allowed some authority to manage its own affairs. By appealing to 
PAI voters in ethnonational terms, making ethnic demands on the govern-
ment, and advocating for an ethnically exclusive sphere, the ADP both rec-
ognized and added to the significance of the ethnic national identity of the 
PAI for politics. Many of the PAI social and political forces that have emerged 
since the establishment of the ADP have built on the notion that communal 
empowerment is contingent upon separate organizational infrastructure. 

After winning one parliamentary seat in the 1988 national elections and 
two in the 1992 elections, the ADP joined forces with the southern stream 
of the Islamic movement in the run-up to the 1996 elections.59 The joint list 
managed to win 25 percent of the PAI vote, which translated into four Knes-
set seats. The 1999 elections saw the United Arab List (UAL) of the ADP and 
the Islamists depose the DFPE as the most popular political party among the 
PAI electorate, winning 31 percent of the PAI vote, which translated into five 
Knesset seats. Following a brief decline to two seats in the 2003 elections, as 
a result of internal disputes and splinters,60 the UAL managed to rebound in 
the 2006 elections as the party coalesced with Ta’al, a party that broke into 
the parliamentary scene close to the turn of the century and is raising the 
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banner of Palestinian nationalism in Israel. The joint list won four seats, thus 
regaining its status as the most popular choice among the PAI electorate. The 
UAL-Ta’al alliance achieved similar success in the 2009 elections.

The alliance with the ADP in the 1996 elections marked the first time that 
the Islamists, who up until the late 1980s did not have a significant political 
following, competed in national elections. The willingness to participate con-
stituted a sharp shift from the movement’s traditional isolationist worldview, 
according to which the group ought to minimize its interaction with external 
state authorities. In the past, the Islamists’ efforts were placed almost solely on 
constructing a parallel sector that provides services for the community in the 
realms of education, health, religion, culture, and sport. Earlier in the 1980s, 
several of the movement’s leaders were imprisoned after forming a paramili-
tary group called the “Jihad Family.” However, following their release from 
prison, the leadership declared that it eschews violence and turned to what is 
known as the da‘wa (invitation or call to the religious framework).

A fresh dual approach was adopted in the 1990s, according to which, de-
spite the overarching isolationist strategy, interaction with the state or the 
Jewish majority should not be totally spurned if such relations are believed 
to benefit the minority and to improve the movement’s standings among the 
PAI. Although he admitted that his desire is to have a caliphate replace the 
existing regime, Sheikh Ibrahim Sarsur, the political leader of the movement 
in Israel, reasoned that such an objective is unattainable in an environment 
where Jews constitute the majority.61 Instead, the southern stream of the Is-
lamic movement adopted a pragmatic attitude that combines acceptance of 
PAI minority status in Israel with an attempt to create a religiously exclusive 
local sphere consistent with Islamist codes of conduct and in which the state 
does not intervene. Sheikh ‘Abdallah Nimr Darwish, the spiritual leader of the 
movement, expressed this vision when he proposed an arrangement—which 
Nadim Rouhana terms “personal autonomy”62 but which can more accurately 
be defined as “institutionalized cultural autonomy”—whereby the minority 
has constitutionally guaranteed authority to administer its own cultural af-
fairs, education system, and media while respecting the state’s laws.63

The decision to interact with the state in national elections caused a rift 
in the Islamic movement. An opposition led by Sheikh Ra’ed Salah, mayor of 
Umm al-Fahm, stuck with the position that participation in national elec-
tions would legitimize the institutions from which the movement wished to 
disassociate and that, therefore, the practice of shunning national elections 
should be prolonged. The disagreement led Salah and his followers to form 
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the separate northern stream. Meanwhile, joining forces with the ADP, the 
southern Islamists held two of the UAL seats following all the elections that 
were held since 1996 except for 2003. 

Balad, the National Democratic Assembly, was the first parliamentary 
force to vociferously frame PAI demands in terms of indigenous national 
minority rights. Founded in the mid-1990s by Azmi Bishara, who holds a 
Ph.D. in philosophy and was a faculty member in the Palestinian Beir Zeit 
University, the party brought together remnants of the old Abna’ al-Balad 
movement, which was discussed in the previous chapter, and various other 
left-wing PAI groups. 

Identifying Zionism as a colonialist movement, Balad views the PAI 
struggle not only as a fight for civil equality but also as an endeavor of a na-
tive people for national liberation.64 Balad sees the PAI as an integral part 
of the Palestinian Arab nation that happens to live under Israeli rule and to 
be separated from its Palestinian co-nationals as a result of colonization and 
externally imposed territorial boundaries. Because the struggle of the PAI 
is interpreted as integral to the Palestinian liberation struggle as a whole, a 
Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza does not go all the way to resolv-
ing the Palestinian-Israeli conflict. Rather, solving the conflict in the region 
depends on addressing the status of the Palestinian minority in Israel. As a re-
sult, Bishara and his followers did not support the Oslo peace process, which 
deals only with the West Bank and Gaza but leaves the character of the Israeli 
state unchanged. Oslo was interpreted by Bishara and his followers as a sign 
that the Communists’ integrationist route was misguided.65

Balad decries the idea of “Israelization” of the PAI, which it views as in-
consistent with maintaining a distinct Palestinian Arab identity66 (one of its 
leaders stated that he will consider any Arab who volunteers for national ser-
vice, an act seen as integrationist, a “leper”67). Instead, the party demands 
institutional autonomy for the PAI coupled with the de-Zionization of the 
state, making it “a state of all its citizens” rather than a Jewish state.68 The 
party leadership has been calling for a reconstitution of the institutional ar-
rangement along consociational lines whereby the state would be binational 
and decentralized; each national community would have extensive autonomy 
over its own affairs including, among other things, education, health, culture, 
religion, universities, housing, and media; and distribution of state resources 
would be done on the basis of relative communal size.69

In the run-up to the 1996 elections, Balad decided to form a joint list 
of candidates with the DFPE. Both parties had left-of-center ideologies on 
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economic issues. This alliance, however, did not last long. From the outset, 
collaboration was motivated more by political calculations rather than ideo-
logical alignment, considering that Balad was new on the political scene and 
the DFPE was trying to improve its standing among PAI ethnonationalists in 
face of the growing competition from PAI ethnic parties. The joint list won 
five seats, two of which were allocated to Balad. Running independently of 
the DFPE, Balad managed to win two seats in the 1999 election and three 
seats in the 2003, 2006, and 2009 elections, thus anchoring its position as one 
of the major PAI political forces. 

The political activism of the party’s leadership has been characterized by 
its assertiveness and frequent controversies. For example, Bishara made sev-
eral trips to Syria and Lebanon, met with Hezbollah leaders, and expressed 
Arab solidarity and sympathy toward old Nasserite ideas of Pan-Arabism. 
During the Israel-Hezbollah war in the summer of 2006, Bishara expressed 
sympathy toward Israel’s adversaries. During “End Israeli Apartheid Week,” 
which was held across Canadian university campuses in 2007, Jamal Zahalka, 
Bishara’s successor, reportedly accused Israel of practicing apartheid.70 Za-
halka has also appealed for international protection for the PAI, identifying 
the Jewish character of the state as the source of danger.71 And in 2010, MK 
Hanin Zoabi took part in the flotilla that sought to break the Israeli naval 
blockade of the Gaza Strip and was engaged in a violent confrontation with 
the Israeli navy. Bishara’s flight from Israel, when an investigation was opened 
against him on suspicions of assisting Hezbollah’s intelligence operatives dur-
ing the 2006 war against Israel, further illustrates the polarization between 
the ethnonationalist PAI party and the state.72

Beyond electoral fortunes and daring assertiveness, however, Balad’s main 
impact has been to force a change in the terms of discourse among PAI or-
ganizations as a whole. This is by no means a unique phenomenon of minor-
ity politics in Israel. The multiplicity of ethnicity-based parties both mirrors 
and affects the ethnonationalization of politics.73 As an increasing number of 
ethnic parties emerge and compete for the support of the same pool of vot-
ers, each party tries to present itself as best suited to represent the interests 
of the ethnic group. This dynamic sometimes leads to what is termed ethnic 
outbidding, whereby the rival parties increasingly appeal to ethnic sentiments 
and assume more exclusivist positions on ethnic relations issues in order to 
demonstrate loyalty to the group and increase their attractiveness to mem-
bers of the ethnic group.74 Balad in particular had such an impact. The party’s 
ideological program and outright appeal to the electorate in ethnonational 



131The Ethnonational Turn

rhetoric have changed the terms of political debate. Most noticeably, the Vi-
sion Documents adopted some of the core tenets of Balad’s ideology. Framing 
Jewish-PAI relations around indigenes and colonialists, and the demand for 
a neutral state in which distribution of resources and access to power and 
decision-making revolve around ethnonational identities, can be traced back 
to Balad’s ideology more than to any other political party. 

The DFPE has been responding to the intensifying competition from eth-
nically exclusivist rivals by trying to buttress its nationalist credentials.75 It 
should be remembered that the need to introduce ideological revisions would 
have been necessary anyway because of the collapse of communism in East-
ern Europe.76 And yet, the competitive political environment—combined 
with the rise in what Rouhana and his collaborators termed identity voting
patterns, whereby “the issue of Arab and Palestinian affiliation plays an im-
portant role”77 in the choices of the electorate—undoubtedly influenced the 
DFPE’s political choices and led it to try to enhance its image as a party cham-
pioning minority particularistic interests. The DFPE transformation has not 
been linear and has not always been reflected in the official manifesto of the 
party, although the platform calls for recognizing the Palestinian Arab popu-
lation in Israel as a national minority with entitlement to national equality on 
top of civic equality.78

The greater emphasis on ethnonationalism can be more readily detected 
in the party’s practices. First, alliances with more nationalist forces have been 
formed. The joint list the DFPE established with Bishara’s Balad in 1996 was 
followed by collaboration with Ahmad Tibi in the 2003 elections. Frequently 
appearing in the Israeli media as a representative of the Palestinian perspec-
tive, Tibi, a former advisor on Israeli affairs to Yassir Arafat, is widely re-
garded as a symbol of Palestinian nationalism and possesses “the credentials 
of open service to the PLO.”79 His political party, Ta’al, is characterized by 
its personification: the leader is the party. The collaboration with Tibi, who 
has also called for proportional allocation of Israel’s foreign aid between the 
Jewish and PAI populations,80 came at the expense of the party’s Jewish con-
stituency; the sole Jewish candidate was relegated from the third spot on the 
party’s election slate, which had previously been reserved for a Jewish repre-
sentative. This partnership stood in stark contrast to one of the most obvi-
ous integrationist facets of the DFPE in previous decades, the Jewish-Arab 
composition of its slate of candidates. However, after winning more than 37 
percent of the Arab votes in the 1996 elections, 14 percent more than its tally 
four years earlier, the DFPE experienced a relative decline in support in the 
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1999 elections when its association with Bishara expired. As intra-Arab com-
petition for PAI votes was intensifying (and the party had been struggling 
to capture consequential Jewish votes for a very long time81), the desire not 
to be outbid by rival PAI ethnonational parties began to influence behavior. 
Thus, in 2003, the DFPE leadership was again willing to trade off some of its 
binational image in order to increase the party’s appeal to the PAI electorate. 
The outcome of the 2003 elections left the party without a Jewish MK for the 
first time in its history, as the joint list won three seats. 

This state of affairs caused discontent among some party members. In the 
lead-up to the 2006 elections, the party reinstated a Jewish candidate, Dov 
Khenin, to the third position and offered Tibi the fourth place on its list of 
candidates. Refusing to be demoted, Tibi suspended his ties with the DFPE 
and joined forces with the UAL instead.82

The characteristics of the DFPE’s leadership have also changed over the 
last two decades, as a new generation of young Muslim leaders with greater 
communal sensibilities has emerged and replaced the old Christian guard 
while marginalizing the Jewish component. The disappointing outcome of 
the 1992 elections, when the party won merely 23 percent of the PAI vote, 
likely accelerated the process of making over the leadership.83 Up until 1992, 
the DFPE had at least two Jewish parliamentarians in every Knesset. Since 
1992, the party has had no more than one Jewish MK (and no Jewish MK be-
tween 2003 and 2006). Moreover, perennial communist MKs, like the Chris-
tian Tawfik Toubi and the Jewish Meir Vilner, who served in every Knesset 
since 1949, were replaced in 1990. Those among the party’s leading apparatus 
who adopted a more nationalist rhetoric, such as current General Secretary 
Mohammed Barakeh, moved to the forefront of the party while more civic-
oriented politicians, like Hashem Mahameed, found themselves either side-
lined or completely pushed out. 

Barakeh in particular embraced the ethnonational and rejectionist rheto-
ric. In 2005, for example, he participated with Bishara in a conference ex-
pressing support for the Syrian regime, referred to the United States and 
Israel as “the big spider” and “the little spider,” and accused them of creating 
a crisis between Syria and Lebanon.84 The centrality of ethnonational identity 
was stressed by Barakeh when he put forth the position that the DFPE’s role 
is to find the balance between the PAI’s interests as citizens in Israel and their 
Palestinian national affiliation.85 This position demotes, if not discards, the 
idea of an overriding Jewish-Arab civic identity in Israel. 

In short, the last two decades have seen the dominance of DFPE replaced 
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by intense internal competition and the rise of ethnically based parties that 
advance exclusivist ideologies, make ethnic demands, and appeal to the eth-
nonational sentiments of the electorate. The changes in the political party 
scene have been accompanied by changes in voting patterns. Tables 7 and 8 
show the trend whereby ethnically based parties have increased their support 
among the PAI electorate. Table 7 in particular reveals that the DFPE has 
fared better when it formed joint lists with ethnonationalist parties (1996 and 
2003). On the other hand, support for the Labor Party, the most popular non-
PAI party among PAI voters, has declined considerably since the 1980s. 

Table 7.  Distribution of PAI Votes (%), 1984–2009 Elections 

1984 1988 1992 1996 1999 2003 2006 2009

DFPE 32.0 33.4 23.2 37.4** 21.8 28.3** 24.3 27.3
PLP 17.5 14.3 9.2     
ADP and UAL  11.3 15.2 25.4 31.5 20.0 27.4** 32.0**
Balad     17.0 20.9 20.2 22.3
Labor 26.0 16.4 20.3 16.6 7.5 8.8 12.8 4.6
Others 24.5 24.6 32.1 20.6 22.2 22.0 15.3 13.8
Total vote for 

ethnic PAI parties* 0   11.3 24.4 25.4 48.5 46.9 47.6 54.3

Data from Knesset website, http://www.knesset.gov.il/description/eng/eng_mimshal_res.
htm. See also Lustick, “The Changing Political Role,” 116; al-Haj, “The Political Behavior of 
the Arabs in Israel in the 1992 Elections,” 151; Frisch, “The Arab Vote,” 103–5; Ghanem and 
Ozacky-Lazar, “Israel as an Ethnic State,” 123; Diskin, The Elections to the 13th Knesset, 35, 
The Elections to the 12th Knesset, 7–8, 60–71; Rouhana, Saleh, and Sultany, “Voting Without 
Voice,” 234–35; Rekhes, “The Arab Minority in Israel and the 17th Knesset Elections,” 167. 
There are marginal disputes over the precise percentage because of difficulties ascertaining PAI 
vote in mixed cities.
* The total does not include votes for the DFPE, even in elections when the party ran on a 
joint list with Balad and Ta’al and when there was no Jewish MK. The DFPE has been left out 
of the total tally to demonstrate that even when it is left aside, the rise in ethnic voting is still 
significant. The classification of the DFPE as a nonethnic party is, of course, controversial, as 
many analysts would consider it an ethnic party, particularly since 1996. Based on the main 
indicator provided by D. L. Horowitz, how the party’s support is distributed among ethnic 
groups (rather than intentions of party founders), the DFPE should be considered an ethnic 
party, and the rise in ethnic voting becomes even sharper; see Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in 
Conflict, 291–93. PLP is included in the total for 1992 but not 1984 and 1988 because of the 
“Arabization” of the party. The total for 2003 includes 6 percent won by Hashem Mahameed’s 
Progressive National Alliance Party, which splintered from the UAL and did not pass the 
threshold required for Knesset seats.
** In 1996, the DFPE coalesced with Balad; in 2003 it joined forces with Ta’al. The UAL 
collaborated with Ta’al in 2006 and 2009.

http://www.knesset.gov.il/description/eng/eng_mimshal_res.htm
http://www.knesset.gov.il/description/eng/eng_mimshal_res.htm
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Finally, the tables demonstrate that although PAI ethnically exclusive par-
ties emerged in the late 1980s, a sharp rise in support for PAI parties did not 
take place until after the 1996 elections. Chapter 6 provides a comprehen-
sive explanation for this surge. Suffice it here to briefly note that the surge of 
ethnic parties is strongly related to changes in the electoral rules that were 
introduced at the time and that enhanced segmentation. Already prior to the 
electoral reform, Israel had a multiparty system, which has been found in the 
political parties literature to provide fewer incentives for parties to appeal to 
median voters.86 Israel’s highly proportional electoral system, which had an 
electoral threshold of 1.5 percent at the time, encouraged political parties to 
form around particularistic interests. The electoral reform that first applied 
in 1996 created a two-ballot system. Voters could cast one ballot for a party 
list (as they did before) and a second ballot for a prime minister. As a result, 
voters increasingly engaged in split-ticket voting: voting for a prime minister 
from one of the two largest parties and for a party list that catered to their 
narrow group interests. By 1999, almost two thirds of the electorate split their 
votes.87 The new electoral rules thus produced a general growth of sector-

Table 8. Distribution of Knesset Seats Among Arab and Binational Parties, 
1981–2009

DFPE*** PLP ADP Balad Ta’al Total won 
   (UAL since   by ethnic 
   1996)   PAI parties

1981 4      0
1984 4 2***    0
1988 4 1 1    1
1992 3   2    2
1996 3*   4 2*   6
1999 3   5 2   7
2003 2**   2 3 1** 6
2006 3   3** 3 1** 7
2009 4  3** 3 1** 7

* DFPE and Balad ran on a joint list that won 5 seats.
** In 2003 DFPE and Ta’al ran on a joint list that won 3 seats. In 2006 UAL and Ta’al ran on a 
joint list, winning 4 seats
*** In 1984 the PLP had one Jewish MK. For this table, PLP is considered an ethnic party only 
after it was “Arabized” in 1988. As in Table 7, the DFPE is not counted as an ethnic party, even 
though it has met most of the criteria since the 1990s. 
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specific parties, including religious parties, new immigrant parties, and PAI 
parties. 

Ethnic Civil Society

The ethnonationalist turn has been manifested in alternative forms of politics 
as well, primarily the proliferation of ethnically based nonparliamentary or-
ganizations. Over the last two decades hundreds of PAI NGOs have appeared. 
In 2004, more than 1,600 such organizations were registered in Israel, about 
80 percent of which had been established since 1988.88 Most of these NGOs 
engage in providing services to the Arab population at the local and national 
levels in issues such as culture, religion, education, and welfare. 

Beyond providing local services, some ethnically based organizations 
have advanced broader political objectives. Claiming to address the struc-
tural causes of Arab marginalization in the Jewish-dominated state, activists 
in these associations almost unanimously convey the view that the uniethnic 
character of the state is the main cause of PAI marginalization.89 The first 
signs of such extra-parliamentary activism began in the 1970s. This activity, 
however, was limited and often elite directed, as was the case of the National 
Committee for the Defense of Arab Lands, discussed in Chapter 4.90 It has 
only been since the 1990s that ethnicity-based organizations that demand 
changes to the institutional order, which they believe is at fault for the struc-
tural inequalities that disadvantage their group, started to proliferate.

The term ethnic civil society is used in reference to civil society associa-
tions that make ethnic demands on the state and mobilize to advance the 
particularistic interests of their ethnic group.91 Activists in ethnic civil soci-
ety associations belong overwhelmingly to the identifiable ethnic group in 
whose empowerment they are interested. Comparative research reveals that 
there is a link between the extent of ethnic tensions and the structure of as-
sociational life in a multiethnic society. Ethnic conflict is more intense when 
associational life is organized along intraethnic lines, whereas civic engage-
ment between different ethnic communities serves to mitigate ethnic con-
flict.92 The formation of parallel, ethnically based civil society organizations is 
thus a characteristic tendency in a deeply divided society. At the same time, 
the ethnic demands on the state and attempts to increase the group’s ethnona-
tional consciousness also serve to reinforce cleavages. Ethnic civil society and 
a deeply divided society act on each other. 
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One of the main attributes of ethnic civil society activism is the priority 
that ethnic claims are given over rival civic liberties when the two collide. 
This situation is best exemplified in the position taken by Adalah: The Legal 
Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel, one of the most visible PAI NGOs, 
on a proposition to amend personal status laws in Israel. Hassan Jabareen, 
Adalah’s general director, objected to the reform even though it would have 
provided PAI women with access to civil courts by lifting the exclusive ju-
risdiction of religious courts on some personal status matters. (The amend-
ments were supported by most civil rights groups, including the Association 
for Civil Rights in Israel, and women’s groups in Israel.) Jabareen explained 
that he did not wish to provide legitimacy to state intervention in the tradi-
tional practices of the PAI minority, including those practices that hold back 
women’s equality.93

At first glance, the label civil society appears at odds with organizations 
that pursue particularistic interests and are interested in expanding parochi-
alism in the ethnic community. Many scholars conceive of civil society as in 
direct opposition to ethnic segmentation. Civil society activism is meant to 
advance the public good for the benefit of all individual members of society 
irrespective of ethnic affiliation.94 By now, this idealistic view of civil society 
has long been discredited. Scholars have noted that the conception of what 
constitutes the public interest is highly contested: “struggles over the public 
interest are not between civil society on the one hand and bad guys on the 
other but within civil society itself.”95 There are many single-issue organiza-
tions that promote a particularistic agenda. Associations dealing with wom-
en’s issues or diverse sexual orientations, for example, advance the interests of 
only particular segments of the population. Typically, most activists in such 
associations belong to the identifiable group that the organizations claim to 
represent. Many times they operate in tension with other organized groups 
who oppose their agendas and who have a contrasting idea of what consti-
tutes the public good. Ethnic civil society’s distinctiveness does not derive 
from its focus on particularistic ends but from its ethnicity base.

PAI ethnic civil society organizations make a variety of demands and ad-
vance several objectives. Some organizations aim to limit state extensiveness 
in the minority’s public sphere by working to expand the minority's ethni-
cally exclusive space. By establishing an alternative organizational infrastruc-
ture, mobilization that follows this path tries to offer spheres of political and 
social authority that parallel those of the state. The concrete pursuit of this 
objective is conducted through the establishment of a network of private vol-
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untary organizations, such as charities, medical clinics, and education facili-
ties. These welfare services are often supported by parallel commercial and 
revenue-generating enterprises. The Islamic movement best exemplifies this 
category. Others have been calling for the establishment of minority national 
institutions with exclusive authority over issues pertaining to minority cul-
ture, education, and religious and social life. This is best exemplified by the 
four Vision Documents. Some organizations prefer to place emphasis on state 
identity, privileging, and the promotion of binationalism of sorts. The objec-
tive of this type of mobilization is to influence state character and practices 
of distribution by making ethnic claims for equal distribution of resources on 
the basis of ethnic group size and fair group representation in the administra-
tive apparatus. Some of the secular PAI organizations that will be discussed 
next are engaged in this form of activism. Of course, one form of activism 
does not preclude others. In practice, many organizations pursue multiple 
objectives simultaneously. 

The Arab Center for Alternative Planning (ACAP), established in 2000, 
provides a good example of an organization that operates along two main 
avenues. Specializing in urban planning and land development (a large por-
tion of ACAP’s employees are professional urban planners and engineers), 
ACAP claims to routinely monitor state plans for development projects and 
devises alternative plans that, according to the association, represent the in-
terests, needs, and “national identity of the Palestinian Arab communities.”96

In 2004, ACAP was recognized by the Ministry of Interior as an independent 
organization that is entitled to review planning procedures and file objections 
to government development plans on the minority’s behalf. At the same time, 
the organization has been calling for an increase in PAI representation in the 
state apparatus, particularly in the areas of urban planning, housing, and land 
allocations. ACAP promoted a campaign that calls for PAI representation at 
all levels of planning organizations and building councils, in hopes of influ-
encing distribution policies from within the state. Before getting elected to 
the Knesset on behalf of the DFPE, the organization’s general director, Hanna 
Swaid, sat on the state’s National Planning Board. 

Mossawa: The Advocacy Center for Arab Citizens in Israel, another vis-
ible NGO, has been more vociferous than ACAP in its demands for a sepa-
rate PAI public sphere in addition to greater state neutrality and equal PAI 
representation in state institutions. Before publishing An Equal Constitution 
for All? representatives of Mossawa (equality), established in 1997, partici-
pated in debates in the Knesset Constitution, Law, and Justice Committee on 
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proposals for drafting a constitution and adopting a more inclusive national 
anthem. The association presented a position paper to the legislative commit-
tee that called for the inclusion of PAI representatives in the drafting stages 
of a constitution. Like the descendant document that was published with the 
other three Vision Documents, the position paper called for institutional-
izing bilingualism; granting autonomous administration for the PAI in the 
realms of religion, education, and culture; proportional representation of the 
PAI in the civil administration and other state and public agencies; propor-
tional distribution of material resources; and the inclusion of PAI identity in 
state symbols.97 Mossawa has also been active in litigation on collective rights 
issues. The organization’s legal experts have petitioned the Israeli Supreme 
Court against Israel’s citizenship laws and have published position papers on 
this issue.98

One of the most visible ethnically based PAI NGOs is Adalah, established 
in 1996. Most of this organization’s activism in pursued through litigation. In 
the view of Adalah activists, the purpose of their legal mobilization is to ad-
vance Arab communal rights. Previously in the Association for Civil Rights 
in Israel (ACRI), this organization’s founder, law school graduate Hassan Jab-
areen, claims to have been disillusioned with ACRI’s focus on individual civic 
rights rather than minority communal rights. Much like Darawshe when he 
left the Labor Party to establish the ADP, Jabareen reasoned that the process 
of minority empowerment requires a distinct PAI human rights organization 
that is exclusively concerned with the collective rights of the minority.99

Adalah’s challenges of the government focus on unequal allocation of cul-
tural and material resources on issues such as land, language, housing, edu-
cation, and access to social services. Taking advantage of the empowerment 
of the judiciary in relation to the legislature and the executive, and the High 
Court of Justice’s liberal attitude toward disadvantaged groups, Adalah works 
to influence state practices by submitting petitions to the Court on issues 
relevant to the PAI as a whole.100 Several examples illustrate the collectivist 
character of Adalah’s activism. On land issues and distribution of resources, 
there was a successful petition against the government’s decision to exclude 
Arab localities from the National Priorities List, as well as several petitions 
dealing with unrecognized villages.101 As elaborated upon in greater depth 
in Chapter 3 on state autonomy, there are dozens of villages whose existence 
is unrecognized by the state. Adalah petitioned successfully several times on 
behalf of residents of unrecognized villages for the right to an official address 
that will include the name of the unrecognized village and for access to state-
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maintained social services in the villages. The courts ordered that when the 
state formulates policies it should take into consideration that the land of 
unrecognized villages was inhabited. Particularly important was the Sawa’ed 
v. Ministry of Interior case, whereby the right to an address implied a de facto, 
if not de jure, recognition of the Arab village. Owing to the history of the 
state’s land policies, Adalah considered these rulings important victories in 
its attempt to make state policies more ethnically neutral.

Through its litigation activity, Adalah explicitly and implicitly asks the 
court to recognize the collective rights of the PAI as a national minority, thus 
trying to codify the status of the PAI as a national minority. For example, 
two successful petitions to Israel’s High Court of Justice in 2002 resulted in a 
ruling compelling municipalities of mixed cities and the Ministry of Trans-
portation to use Arabic on municipal signs in mixed localities and on all 
national road signs.102 According to one of the presiding judges, the court’s 
ruling implied recognition of “the collective right of the Arab public to pre-
serve its independent and separate cultural identity through its language.”103

It is the very character of petitions of this sort that forces the state to treat the 
Arab population as a collective national community while enhancing the self-
image of the PAI population as a distinct national community. After publish-
ing The Democratic Constitution, which demanded national and indigenous 
rights for the minority, Adalah was reportedly considering proposing a single 
constitution for a “supranational regime in all of historic Palestine.”104 Thus, it 
emphasized the connection to the Palestinian nation as a whole.

In addition, Adalah has taken upon itself to provide free legal represen-
tation to PAI public representatives. For example, the NGO appealed to the 
Supreme Court on behalf of disallowed PAI electoral lists and of MKs who 
were disqualified by the Elections Committee prior to the 2003 parliamentary 
elections.105 This kind of activity is seen as significant for the PAI community 
as a whole. 

The Arab Association for Human Rights (HRA) is more skeptical than 
ACAP, Mossawa and Adalah about the utility of interaction with Israeli insti-
tutions. HRA prefers to focus its challenge of what Peleg has referred to as the 
ethnic constitutional order on appeals to international agencies.106 The orga-
nization’s general director, Mohammad Zeidan, argues that disentangling the 
state from majority dominance is inconsistent with appealing to the state’s 
judicial bodies because the legal framework in Israel has been formulated 
to serve the interests of the dominant Jewish majority in the first place.107

Therefore, the battle for minority empowerment requires bypassing the state’s 
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legal system. Hence, instead of litigating within Israel, HRA claims to lobby 
external actors to apply international pressure on Israel to treat the PAI as a 
national minority.108

Likewise, Ittijah: the Union of Arab Community Based Organizations 
(established in 1995) promotes ethnic differentiation. The declared objective 
of this NGO is to provide an overarching framework for collaboration among 
PAI NGOs and facilitate a separate, ethnically exclusive civil society sphere 
for the minority. Ittijah attempts to stress its disassociation from Israel and 
Jewish society and highlight its distinct Palestinian identity have been re-
flected in several ways. For example, the sign on the building Ittijah occupies 
in Haifa is in Arabic and English only. Likewise, at the NGO forum that took 
place during the World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, 
Xenophobia and Related Intolerance in Durban in 2001, the Haifa-based 
organization identified its home country as “the Occupied Palestinian Ter-
ritories.” Furthermore, the organization’s general director, Ameer Makhoul, 
has expressed opposition to accepting donations from transnational Jewish 
philanthropic organizations, which provide a large base of financial support 
to many PAI NGOs, because he suspects the donors are pushing toward co-
operation with Jewish NGOs and are trying to co-opt and subordinate Arab 
activists to integrationist priorities.109 The organization’s articulated opposi-
tion to normalizing relations between Israel and the Arab world in the Cairo 
Conference of Arab NGOs in 2002 led the European Union to end its finan-
cial support for an Ittijah project dealing with the promotion of Arab civil 
society. And in May 2010, Makhoul was arrested on suspicion of espionage 
and contact with a Hezbollah agent. A plea bargain was struck between his 
lawyers and the prosecution.

Aside from these and other secular NGOs, there are Islamic organizations 
that operate in the civil society sphere. Since their early days, the Islamists 
have aimed to provide an alternative collectivist framework to the dominant 
secular trends, particularly those of communism and westernization.110 The 
difficulty of treating the Islamists as a monolithic group has been alluded to in 
the earlier discussion of the split between the southern and northern streams. 
Despite their differences, however, both streams share the vision of having an 
expansive and exclusive Islamic domain to which state authorities will not 
have access. They do not possess a sense of belonging to the state and do not 
convey a sense of, or a desire for, an overarching civic identity.111 Arguing that 
the plight of the Arabs is generated by the penetration of Western material-
istic values, the Islamists, like Islamic movements elsewhere, are trying to re-
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cruit followers by transmitting the message that al-Islam huwa al-hall (Islam 
is the solution) and are aspiring to build a separate society with an Islamic 
identity that lives according to Islamic law.112 They also advocate building 
linkages with Islamic movements elsewhere in order to create a kind of loose 
confederation of Islamic polities that transcends territorial boundaries. 

The Islamist position does not support making an effort to construct a 
civic identity and shared institutions with a large Jewish population (particu-
larly as Jewish presence in the territory is partly seen as an outcome of imperi-
alist intrigues), because doing so would not advance the objective of creating 
a society that follows Islamic practices and traditions. As a consequence, the 
Islamists minimize their interaction with state authorities. Their preferred al-
ternative to is to establish what Gerard Clarke calls a “virtual parallel state,” or 
a quasi-Islamic state within the Jewish state, whereby affiliated organizations 
replace state institutions in providing services (primarily education, religious, 
and cultural services) as well as in their policing and judicial functions.113 The 
Islamic movement operates a variety of community services including edu-
cational institutions, medical centers, a drug rehabilitation center, and other 
charity-based services. It has also been active in collecting donations that are 
used for creating a welfare system and supporting its enterprises, as well as for 
improving local infrastructure, for instance by paving local roads.114 I’qra’a, 
one of the largest NGOs affiliated with the movement, “specializes in provid-
ing support to high school pupils and in preparing them for university studies 
[and it] has alone established kindergartens in more than 30 Arab towns and 
cities.”115 Moreover, they have been able to operate ethnically based organiza-
tions even in places where biethnic organizations are present. For example, 
the Islamists founded a separate Islamic soccer league in which twelve clubs 
compete separately from non-Muslims.116

Participation in elections to local authorities has helped the Islamists to 
emerge as a political force. In the first local elections in which they partici-
pated (1989), the Islamic movement managed to win the chairmanship in six 
localities, including in the sizable towns of Umm al-Fahm and Kafr Qasim. 
Local-level government, as Ghanem notes, provided the movement with fi-
nancial sources to draw upon, including taxes and central government fund-
ing.117 In addition, over the years, the movement has been able to operate 
revenue-generating enterprises that facilitated its activities.

Regarding the PAI position in the Arab-Israeli conflict, the Islamists 
view Zionism as the root of the conflict and as a movement that serves the 
interests of foreign empires that have perpetuated the conflict to advance 
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their objectives. Their historical narrative resembles the one depicted in the 
Future Vision document, whereby the Zionist movement forcefully deprived 
the Arabs of Palestine through violence and coercion. The movement’s lead-
ership has expressed the position that a comprehensive solution must en-
compass the PAI community, the right of refugees to return to the land, and 
a Palestinian right to self-determination and self-government.118

Despite this position, the southern stream of the movement does not 
reject coexistence and some degree of cooperation. This stream accepts, at 
least temporarily, that Muslims are a minority in a Jewish state.119 Indeed, the 
main differences between the southern and northern streams pertain mainly 
to the extent of interaction with the state and to operational issues, includ-
ing the degree to which the struggle for change should be carried out within 
the framework of the Israeli law. Several hundred of the youth affiliated with 
the southern stream attend Israel’s colleges and universities, including the 
College of Judea and Samaria in Ariel, a contentious Jewish settlement in the 
West Bank. The rift in the Islamic movement, which erupted in the mid-1990s 
between the spiritual leader Sheikh Darwish and an internal opposition led 
by Sheikh Salah was engendered by a disagreement on the extent of isolation 
and on whether to participate in the 1996 parliamentary elections, a position 
supported by Darwish and his followers. Darwish reasoned that the launch 
of the Israeli-Palestinian peace process and the attempts at reconciliation of 
Israel and the Palestinian national movement brought about mutual recogni-
tion of national rights and that, therefore, there was no purpose in sustaining 
the rejectionist approach toward Israel’s institutions. Seen in this light, the 
peace process should be utilized by the Muslims within Israel to make social 
gains, even if the process entailed increased voluntary interaction with the 
state and the Jewish majority (including participation in elections). 

The rival branches operate separate organizations. They are further dis-
tinct in that the southern branch publicly recognizes Israel’s existence and 
seeks internal autonomy, whereas the northern branch is unwilling to recog-
nize the state. The weekly publication of the northern branch, Sawt al-Haqq 
Wal-Hurriya (The Voice of Truth and Freedom), used to identify its place of 
publication as Umm al-Fahm, Palestine, and its offices as located in Nazareth, 
Palestine, indicating its rejection of the Israeli state.120 The paper often used 
confrontational language against the state, demonstrated sympathy toward 
the Hamas movement, and sometimes expressed understanding toward the 
motivation of suicide bombers. Furthermore, the northern branch also main-
tained financial ties with Islamists in the West Bank and Gaza and claimed 
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that the money is used exclusively for social welfare. In 2003, Salah and four 
other leading members of the movement were arrested on suspicion of trans-
ferring money to Hamas, and in 2005 the five were convicted of receiving 
money from outlawed organizations and sentenced to prison terms.121

Regarding Salah’s involvement in spurring violence against the state, the 
Or Commission concluded that 

As the head of the northern branch of the Islamic Movement, the 
mayor of Umm al-Fahm and a public personage, he was respon-
sible in the period preceding the October 2000 events, including in 
1998–2000, for the transmission of repeated messages encouraging 
the use of violence and the threat of violence as a means to achieve 
the objectives of the Arab sector in the State of Israel. These messages 
also related to the objective defined as the liberation of the al-Aqsa 
Mosque. In addition, he held mass assemblies and used inflammatory 
propaganda to create a charged public atmosphere concerning this 
sensitive issue. As far as the above is concerned, he made a substan-
tive contribution to inflaming the atmosphere and to the widespread 
eruption of violence that extended within the Arab sector at the be-
ginning of October 2000.

As the head of the northern branch of the Islamic Movement, the 
mayor of Umm al-Fahm and a public personage, he was responsi-
ble . . . for the transmission of messages that negated the legitimacy of 
the existence of the state and for presenting the state as an enemy.122

Thus, the Islamists, as a whole, are trying to constitute exclusive institutions 
distinct from those of the state. The southern and northern branches are dis-
tinct in that the southern branch maintains channels of communication with 
the external regime, whereas the northern branch rejects the authority of the 
state’s non-Islamic institutions. 

It is worthwhile to conclude this subsection by reiterating that what binds 
the activism of various ethnic civil society groups, secular and religious, is 
no less significant than what separates them. Ethnically based organizations 
work to institutionalize a collective PAI ethnonational identity by making 
ethnic demands on the state as well as through the creation of a separate pub-
lic domain. They emphasize that an independent, intraethnic PAI civil society 
sphere is essential for building a strong, independent Palestinian society that 
can pursue a broad response to existing structures of Arab subordination in 
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the Jewish-dominated state. As a result, in addition to activism that focuses 
on their relationship with the state, many organizations also operate vis-à-vis 
their own communities in order to increase PAI collective awareness and to 
provide members of the minority community with capacity to pursue collec-
tive objectives. For example, ACAP provides professional counseling to local 
municipalities on land-related issues, as well as planning and development 
issues. It has also been educating and providing professional assistance to 
PAI local councils with filing objections to government development plans.123

Likewise, having identified weaknesses in PAI access to media, the general 
director of Mossawa claims to have contributed to the establishment and sup-
port of I’lam, an NGO dedicated to ensuring that the PAI perspective gets a 
fair share of media coverage.124 The HRA claims to run educational programs 
in Arab schools that expose PAI students to their rights under international 
law. The Islamists have programs aimed at educating PAI for self-sufficiency. 
As Sheikh Salah was quoted as saying, “We mustn’t make do with whining. . . . 
We have to build a society that supplies its own needs.”125

Conclusion

The ethnonationalist turn and the audacious demands on the state elicited 
variable responses from the Jewish majority and state institutions. Much of 
the reaction has been defensive and oriented toward restraining PAI activ-
ism and ensuring that the Jewish stronghold on the state is not loosened. 
Thus, the Shin Bet, Israel’s domestic security service, has overtly increased its 
presence among PAI activists, issuing cautions that it is committed to thwart-
ing mobilization intended to harm Israel’s Jewish character.126 A new politi-
cal party, Yisrael Beytenu (Israel Our Home), emerged, championing a plan 
for territorial and population exchange, according to which approximately 
200,000 Arabs living in Wadi Ara and the Little Triangle will be transferred 
to the Palestinian Authority.127 Along with other political actors on the Israeli 
Right, the party (which won eleven seats in the 2006 elections and fifteen 
in the 2009 elections) advances bills that will condition full citizenship and 
political rights on taking oaths to Israel’s Declaration of Independence and 
Jewish symbols and on compulsory military service. In addition, citizenship 
laws that prevent Palestinian spouses of PAI from attaining citizenship have 
been put into force.

Others, however, have taken a more accommodating approach. Most no-
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tably, the High Court of Justice has been open to applying liberal principles to 
mitigate Jewish national dominance, such that many PAI activists praise it as 
the main state institution accessible to them. Court rulings have affected dis-
tribution of land and resources. ACRI, too, has publicly expressed criticism 
of the Shin Bet activities, which it sees as attempting to curtail PAI political 
activism, and has demanded their cessation. In short, reaction has varied as 
the state has become increasingly differentiated and Jewish society more frag-
mented on key questions of values. 

Although the ability of the central government to control PAI mobiliza-
tion has diminished considerably since the 1960s, central state authorities still 
possess a meaningful capacity to set boundaries that avert violent ethnona-
tional activism, and the dominant Jewish majority is still capable of warding 
off challenges to the state’s foundational principles. The circumstances that 
have yielded the ethnonational turn and these particular minority-state-ma-
jority relations are the focus of the ensuing chapter. 



6

The Changing Israeli State-Society Relations

Distinctive mutability in some state institutions—and not in others—has been 
conducive to the rise of Palestinian ethnonationalist politics in Israel. Israeli 
society, economy, and politics further liberalized in recent decades and con-
currently political authority continued to disperse away from the central gov-
ernment. State extensiveness has declined and the state is no longer present 
in public life as it was only a few decades earlier. The level of fragmentation at 
the core has increased considerably as more segments in society compete for 
political power. In this respect, transition in PAI political activism, the rise of 
ethnically based organizations, and parochial demands on the state mirror 
changes in Israeli politics at large as much as they are influenced by them. At 
the same time, one key state attribute has not changed; the state continues 
to be exclusively Jewish dominated while PAI marginalization persists. The 
parochialism advanced by PAI political organization has thus taken on a par-
ticular nationalist form. 

Adaptive Preference 

Chapter 3 described how lack of state autonomy form the Jewish major-
ity has remained relatively consistent over the years and has continued to 
translate into policies of distribution that favor the majority national group. 
Sentiments of resentment about their subordinate status have always been 
widespread among the PAI. Minority demands in the 1970s and 1980s to 
renegotiate state-ethnicity relations have, however, encountered resistance. 

Yoav Peled has explained how Israel’s institutional structure reconciled 
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Jewish domination and democracy up until the early 1990s. His analysis dif-
ferentiates between two concepts of citizenship in democratic settings: lib-
eral and republican types of citizenship.1 The liberal concept of citizenship 
recognizes only individuals as the bearers of universal equal rights. It does 
not recognize communities and relegates religion and other types of subcom-
munal affiliations to the private sphere. Thus, all individuals are equal before 
the law and have equal political rights as individuals. The republican con-
cept of citizenship, on the other hand, recognizes a “public good” beyond the 
sphere of the individual. According to this perspective, “citizens are who they 
are by virtue of participating in the life of their political community.”2 The 
citizenship of members of a political community includes participation in 
determining, and access to, the common good as well as obligations, such as 
military service to protect the polity, that are accompanied by privileges. 

In Israel, according to Peled, multiple layers of citizenship rights coex-
isted. The PAI had access to a liberal type of citizenship through the extension 
of political rights to all PAI individuals, but they were denied access to the 
public good, access which only members of the Jewish majority in Israel were 
entitled to. Thus, a republican type of citizenship was (and still is) extended to 
Jews only, allowing Israel to sustain a hierarchical institutional structure that 
is simultaneously democratic and Jewish-hegemonic. Some scholars have la-
beled this arrangement ethnic democracy.3 Some prefer the label ethnocracy.4

Peleg uses ethnic constitutional order.5

Attempts to elevate the PAI to republican citizenship status have been 
resisted with counter entrenchment of Jewish hegemony using formal and 
informal means. Thus, for example, the Jewish majority in the Knesset re-
acted to the electoral success of the PLP in the 1984 elections by amend-
ing the Basic Law: The Knesset in 1985. The law stipulated that a political 
party advocating the “negation of the State of Israel as the state of the Jewish 
people” will not be allowed to participate in elections.6 Proposals put forth by 
the PLP and DFPE to add “and its Arab citizens” to this article were rejected.7

In 1992, this principle was reinforced in the Political Parties Law that forbids 
the registration of a political party whose platform negates the right of Israel 
to exist as a Jewish state. (Both laws also disqualify political parties that incite 
to racism or oppose democracy.)8 Public opinion surveys also revealed strong 
support among the Jewish majority for sustaining exclusive majority owner-
ship of the state.9 In 2009, the Knesset approved in a preliminary reading a 
bill that would criminalize calls to change the definition of the state as “demo-
cratic and Jewish” and would allow imprisoning violators for up to one year. 
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Thus, the demands made by PAI political elites to transform state identity 
have been usually rebuffed as the majority in the Knesset used the legislative 
tools in its hands to impede the ability of the minority to renegotiate state-
ethnicity relations. 

A more interesting example of attempts to elevate the PAI to republican 
status citizenship was made during the tenure of the government headed 
by Yitzhak Rabin in 1992. Rabin’s government embarked on a peace pro-
cess that was to negotiate the division of sovereignty over the territory in 
dispute between Israel and the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza. The 
government did not enjoy the support of the Jewish majority in the Knesset 
throughout most of the process that began in September 1993 with the Dec-
laration of Principles on Interim Self-Government Arrangements, known as 
the Oslo Accords. Only fifty-six MKs from Jewish political parties supported 
the process on an ongoing basis.10 To ensure majority support in the 120-seat 
Knesset, Rabin’s government had to rely on the backing of the five MKs from 
the DFPE and ADP, four of whom were PAI. Thus, the peace process was 
dependent on the support of PAI MKs, albeit from outside the coalition gov-
ernment. The government, therefore, allowed the PAI to participate in, and 
determine, the formulation and implementation of crucial policy decisions 
on perhaps the most sensitive public good in Israeli discourse: borders and 
territory. It was arguably the boldest attempt to date to extend republican 
citizenship rights to the PAI.

This type of change to the conventions of communal engagement was 
greeted with immense animosity from a large segment of the Jewish majority. 
The Oslo peace process was already contentious and brought tens of thou-
sands of protestors to the streets in numerous rallies to demand a halt to 
the negotiations. Many opposed the accord on ideological grounds, believing 
that the Jewish people had an ultimate religious and historical right to all the 
territory between the Mediterranean on the west to the Jordan River on the 
east.11 Some organized protestors viewed the issue as fundamentally a matter 
of Jewish identity because, according to their belief, this land was promised 
to the Jewish people by God and Jewish return to it is linked to messianic 
redemption.12 For many, therefore, the debate over peace and territory had 
identity questions at its core.13

That the government did not enjoy the support of the Jewish majority in 
the Knesset accentuated the controversy over where the boundaries of inclu-
sion and exclusion between the Jewish majority and the PAI minority should 
rest. Benny Elon, one of the main leaders of the protest movement and later an 
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MK on behalf of the right-wing Moledet Party, explicitly stated that although 
he objected to any territorial concession, he was willing, albeit reluctantly, to 
accept such a verdict if it was made by a Jewish majority. According to Elon, 
a government that is dependent on Arab support is not morally permitted to 
make compromises regarding the territorial and social identity of the Jewish 
state.14 Elon was goaded by the diplomatic developments to propose a con-
stitutional change that would formally guarantee that only a Jew can become 
president or prime minister and that issues concerning the future of the state, 
its borders, and identity would be decided by a Jewish majority. Mainstream 
parliamentary parties and politicians endorsed the exclusion of the PAI from 
access to such a sensitive public good as well. Many demanded that Rabin’s 
government call new elections because it did not have a Jewish majority. Ac-
cording to Smooha’s surveys, even among the Jewish voters of Labor and the 
Israeli left, only a minority of less than 40 percent supported unconditional 
inclusion of Arab political parties in the coalition.15 The criticism leveled at 
the Labor government and its reliance on PAI parties reflected the unease 
with which most of the Jewish population felt at the growing access of the PAI 
to the public good. And in the subsequent elections (1996), the slogan “Bibi 
is good for the Jews” was deployed on behalf of the Likud candidate for the 
premiership, Binyamin Netanyahu, and is considered to have been indispens-
able for his win in those elections.16

Thus, attempts at altering the barriers of political integration have gener-
ally been resisted. Research in political psychology and rationality has revealed 
that preferences are shaped by expectations: adapting preferences to perceived 
realities is a rational reaction by individuals, organizations, and groups when 
they conclude that a desired objective is not attainable.17 When they no longer 
expect to have access to something they initially desired, people often change 
their preferences, rejecting the previously desired objective precisely because 
it is unattainable. The idea that a sense of being rejected can engender recipro-
cal sentiments of counter-rejection is well illustrated by Jon Elster using the 
fable of the fox who dismissed grapes that were out of his reach as sour. Elster 
terms this cognitive process “adaptive preference formation.”18

In ethnic politics, firm boundaries of exclusion can lead to counter-
rejectionism and active isolation by the excluded. As the PAI were denied 
political integration on the basis of ethnonational identity despite the efforts 
of the DFPE, minority activists increasingly embraced ethnocentrism and 
began to base their own collective demands on the basis of their communal 
identity. There is persuasive evidence that members of the PAI community 
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do not trust state institutions and the central government and increasingly 
feel rejected by them. One public opinion survey conducted by Adalah in 
the early 2000s, for example, found that 92.5 percent of the PAI did not trust 
the central government, 80 percent did not trust the Knesset, close to 80 
percent did not trust the police, and overwhelming majorities did not trust 
other arms of the state. The only institution that had the trust of the majority 
of PAI respondents was the Supreme Court.19 Annual surveys conducted by 
Mada al-Carmel: The Arab Centre for Applied Social Research corroborate 
the findings that the PAI feel rejected by the state and the Jewish majority and 
are pessimistic about their future status in the state.20

PAI political organizations have responded to the persistence of exclu-
sion by altering their collective demands. Demands for separate institutions, 
including a PAI parliament and distinct and autonomous educational and 
social institutions, have been on the rise along with the creation of ethnically 
exclusive parties, as elaborated on in the previous chapter. A growing number 
have stopped voting in elections altogether, particularly since the beginning 
of the twenty-first century (although voter turnout among Jews has also de-
clined considerably).21 At the same time, public opinion surveys have found 
that over the years, a steadily declining number of PAI find the reference “Is-
raeli” suitable for their self-definition and a plurality of PAI define themselves 
as Palestinians or Palestinian Arabs living in Israel.22 In the context of ethnic 
politics, therefore, the process of adaptive preference formation can turn the 
banal cliché “if you can’t beat them, join them” to “if you can’t join them, 
differentiate.” 

Accordingly, many shifted their affiliation and political support to dis-
tinctively Arab parties. One conspicuous example of adaptive preference for-
mation at the local community level is the case of the Negev Bedouin. This 
community shifted its support almost singularly from the Labor party to the 
UAL, which brings together the Islamic movement-southern branch and the 
Arab Democratic Party. In the 2009 elections, 80 percent of voters in Bedouin 
communities voted for the UAL.23

The ability of the UAL to penetrate into the Bedouin community high-
lights the significance of organizations in the process of adaptive preference 
formation. The variable role that political leaders play in shaping the political 
identity and preferences of ethnic groups has been noted in numerous studies 
on the politics of ethnicity all over the globe.24 In the PAI case, newly emerg-
ing elites and political organizations have been acting as agents for promoting 
distinct Palestinian awareness. As’ad Ghanem observes that the PLP was the 
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primary force in the 1980s to instill Palestinian consciousness among the PAI 
as its message of “the Palestinian roots of Arabs in Israel” was absorbed by the 
Arab masses.25 Azmi Bishara’s Balad, which has been espousing a hybrid pan-
Palestinian and pan-Arab ideology, has also worked to advance the trans-state 
ties of the PAI minority. The party identifies the PAI as members of the larger 
Palestinian people that only happened to be residing under Israeli rule due 
to historical circumstances. Its members travel to Arab countries that are in 
conflict with Israel, including Syria and Lebanon, and justify their travels as 
significant for enhancing PAI ties with their Arab co-nationals.26 The Islamists, 
too, with the creation of a separate public domain with separate social and 
cultural organizations, have worked to enhance local religious consciousness. 
And likewise, secular civil society organizations have been acting as agents 
for advancing a national PAI collective awareness by challenging the state on 
issues of collective significance and emphasizing minority national and indig-
enous rights. Many view it as their mission to promote a PAI national collec-
tive identity among members of the minority group population.27

The new mobilizing organizations are composed of a new generation 
of PAI elites. Over recent decades, the elite of the PAI has undergone a sig-
nificant transformation. A new, self-assured generation has emerged. Un-
like its hamula-based predecessor, the contemporary stratum of PAI elite is 
composed of an educated class that exhibits ethnonational pride and inde-
pendently pursues social and political activism that champions Palestinian 
nationalism.28 This stratum has been referred to as the “stand tall genera-
tion.”29 Socially, members of the new PAI elite are largely a product of the 
urbanization, education, and occupational transition that were discussed in 
Chapter 4, although this social transformation did not immediately engender 
a new stratum of PAI elite. Rather, this was a longer process. 

Unlike the traditional elite that they replaced, members of the contempo-
rary PAI elite were born into the state in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. They 
witnessed the compliance of their parents in their youth and their com-
munity’s subordination. Sheikh Ibrahim Sarsur, for example, the political 
leader of the Islamic movement’s southern branch, was born in Kafr Qasim 
shortly after the killing of forty-eight villagers, some of whom were from his 
extended family. He states that the event was always in the background of 
his upbringing with commemoration ceremonies and family photos of the 
deceased placed in his house.30 Ameer Makhoul, who abandoned the DFPE 
and participated in the establishment of the more nationalist Balad, and 
who has served as the general director of Ittijah, claims to have come from a 
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family that had much of its land expropriated.31 Similar stories are common. 
The more general point is that the new elite grew up resenting the subordina-
tion of the preceding generation and participated in the Land Day protests at 
a young age. According to their own accounts, active involvement in the Land 
Day events was a crucial formative experience and, accordingly, some view 
themselves as the “Land Day generation.”32

At the same time, they have continued to experience the rigidity of the 
social boundaries. This new generation of professional Arabs, who took ad-
vantage of education opportunities, was also frequently denied access to em-
ployment in the professions in which they were trained, in both the public 
and private sectors. Often, the security services prevented many from attain-
ing teaching positions. NGO activism has become a route to which many 
could have and have turned. Indeed, the vast majority of NGOs are headed 
by university graduates. The proliferation of NGOs that was discussed in 
Chapter 5 was undoubtedly influenced by the lack of access to professional 
opportunities. ACAP, for example, employs urban planners and engineers; 
Adalah, Mossawa, and HRA employ lawyers. Many NGOs employ academ-
ics. For many of the activists, NGO work is a career for which they receive 
salaries. Thus, NGO activity has become a vocation that addresses two needs: 
It is a tool for promoting a social and political agenda, and it has also become 
an avenue for a professional career with all the associated material and psy-
chological rewards.

Interestingly, education has had similar impact on the profile of the par-
liamentary political leadership of the PAI. According to Amal Jamal, between 
1949 and 1984, only seven out of the seventy Arab MKs had an undergradu-
ate degree. “In comparison, from 1984 to 2003, 53 of the 62 Arab MKs have 
had at least a B.A. degree.”33 Of the twelve Arab MKs that were elected to the 
17th Knesset in 2006, four had a doctoral degree, two held a master’s degree, 
five had a bachelor’s degree, and only one Arab MK did not have postsecond-
ary education. 

In many cases, mobilizing agents and national sentiments operate in 
reciprocity, feeding off each other, when struggling against an exclusionary 
institutional setting.34 The proximity to developments in the relations be-
tween Israel and the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza undoubtedly 
influenced the PAI.35 Although it is difficult to ascertain the direct impact of 
individual events, it is plausible that the accumulation of regional events since 
the first intifada has been relevant for the growth in organized ethnonational 
mobilization. Events like the first intifada and the ensuing Oslo Accords were 



153Changing Israeli State-Society Relations

cast as manifestations of Palestinian expressions of national aspirations. Al-
though the first intifada did not bring about mass protests similar to the Oc-
tober 2000 events, PAI newspapers generally tended to adopt the Palestinian 
perspective and editorials expressed solidarity with the uprising.36 According 
to Rouhana and Ozacky-Lazar and Ghanem, PAI sympathy for the Palestin-
ians in the West Bank and Gaza and support for the goals of the Palestinian 
national movement was widespread during this period and during the Ma-
drid Peace Conference of 1991.37

The Oslo Accords had dual implications for the PAI. On the one hand, the 
agreement brought about widespread international recognition of Palestin-
ian nationhood and established the legitimacy of the PLO as the representa-
tive of the Palestinians. The majority of the PAI, including the Communist 
Party, supported the agreement.38 On the other hand, the agreement also en-
tailed Palestinian recognition of Israel. It left the PAI outside the framework 
of the agreement and the national Palestinian institutions that were to be es-
tablished. The institutions of the Palestinian Authority were to be established 
in the West Bank and Gaza; the PAI were to remain a domestic Israeli matter. 
Thus, some among the PAI leadership saw it as entrenching and legitimizing 
the Jewish identity of the state and as detrimental to the minority in Israel.39

The establishment of the National Democratic Assembly, Balad, was 
largely related to dissatisfaction with the Oslo Interim Agreement and the en-
thusiastic endorsement of the agreement by the Communists. Believing that 
the agreement was detrimental to PAI interests, some activists left the DFPE 
and together with activists from the defunct Abna’ al-Balad movement, they 
established the Balad Party. Founding figures and supporters, such as Azmi 
Bishara, Jamal Zahalka, and Ameer Makhoul, voiced their concern that the 
two-state solution would sentence the PAI to a perpetual marginal status. 
According to Makhoul, the Oslo Interim Agreement indicated to the activists 
that the goal of integration, championed by the Communists, was not going 
to be achieved. The struggle for integration was lost and “a new approach had 
to be to build our separate institutions rather than seek integration.”40

The al-Aqsa intifada would have likely also sensitized the Palestinianness 
of the PAI. Surveys by Ghanem and Ozacky-Lazar reveal rising sympathy 
to the Palestinians and their struggle shortly after the outbreak of the upris-
ing.41 Other surveys exposed a growing degree of mistrust between Jews and 
the PAI and between the PAI and state institutions.42 Although the second 
intifada was not the underlying reason for the “October events,” as explained 
in the previous chapter, the uprising in the West Bank and Gaza acted as a 
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precipitant. In response to the call of the HFUCAI to protest against the death 
of Palestinians at the hands of Israeli security forces, thousands of PAI dem-
onstrated in numerous locations, including mixed cities. In some locations, 
the protests turned violent. In what was labeled by some as a Palestinian inti-
fada in Israel, protestors set up roadblocks, burned tires, and confronted the 
police with stones and Molotov cocktails.43 PAI leaders were accused by the 
investigative Or Commission of disseminating inflammatory ethnonational 
messages that inspired the minority to challenge state authorities violently.44

Thus, elite behavior works in reciprocal relations with ethnonationalism. 
Mobilizing agents respond to ethnonational sentiments yet they also appeal 
to them and mobilize them. The rise of new PAI mobilizing actors to organize 
and lead a struggle against the existing institutional order while endorsing 
communal-based politics has been both reflective of adaptive preference for-
mation and advanced it. 

Institutional Fragmentation 
and Declining State Extensiveness

PAI disillusionment with integrationist strategies and adaptive preference 
formation tell only part of the story. They are not enough to explain mo-
bilization. The transition from altering preferences to assertive articulation 
of these preferences through the means discussed in the previous chapter is 
contingent on changes in the overall state-society relations, and particularly 
the decline in extensiveness and cohesion at the core of the polity. 

Political Fragmentation

One of the main factors driving changes in overarching state-society relations 
in Israel was the rising internal factionalism and competition for political 
power within the Jewish majority. Majority fragmentation led to decentral-
ization of authority, a decline in state presence in many important spheres, 
and subsequently, a continuing decline in central government capacity to 
control society, including the PAI minority. Majority fragmentation intensi-
fied in the 1990s with the growing political salience of the religious-secular, 
Ashkenazi-Mizrahi, liberal-conservative, and left-right cleavages. In Israel, it 
should be remembered, these various divides largely overlap.45
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Chapter 1 posited that when subgroups within the hegemonic group 
contest for institutional dominance among themselves, new institutional op-
portunities may unintentionally be created for bolder and more vociferous 
minority mobilization strategies. The growth in the political salience of the 
intra-Jewish divides was manifested in contestations over multiple issues. 
Intra-Jewish extensive contestation in turn resulted in the redesigning of 
the state’s institutional framework in a variety of spheres, including electoral 
rules, constitutional engineering and judicial empowerment, economic lib-
eralization, and laws regarding civic associations. These institutional changes 
contributed to further diffusion of public authority and state retreat from the 
public space. 

One conspicuous area where this dynamic came into play is the shift 
of the Israeli party system from polarized competition between Labor and 
Likud, which characterized politics in the 1980s, to a fragmented system in 
which the power of the large parties declined (and this change, of course, 
came on top of the transition from the single-party dominance that charac-
terized politics until the 1970s and was discussed in Chapter 4). The continu-
ous stalemate throughout the 1980s between the dovish and mostly secular 
and Ashkenazi-supported Labor, on one side, and the more hawkish, conser-
vative and Mizrahi-backed Likud, on the other side, increased the political 
bargaining power of small political parties, particularly the religious political 
parties, Shas and Agudath Yisrael, in coalition negotiations with Labor and 
Likud. Although these religious parties were more inclined to support the 
Likud due to the secular and liberal orientation of Labor supporters, they 
were nonetheless skillful at maintaining their bargaining power and could 
trigger a coalition crisis at will. 

Israel’s highly proportional representation electoral system with a low 
electoral threshold (raised to 1.5 percent in 1988) provided easy access to 
small factions.46 As Michael Harris and Gideon Doron have observed “when 
a fragmented society has an electoral system that encourages many parties 
to form, it must expect that a majority government will be difficult to con-
struct.”47 Because Labor and Likud were roughly of equivalent size, national 
unity governments, propped up with several smaller single-interest parties, 
became common in the 1980s. It was possible for the two parties to form na-
tional unity governments without additional parties, but by adding additional 
parties to the coalition, they could threaten to govern without the other. Thus, 
the 1980s saw a series of oversized yet shaky coalition governments that made 
sustaining effective government difficult. The 1981 coalition (not a national 
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unity government) incorporated five parties and the 1984 and 1988 coalitions 
contained six parties each. 

Following the 1992 elections, electoral reforms were introduced. Their pur-
pose was to enable the creation of sustainable governments and to strengthen 
the executive. Up until the 1996 elections, Israeli voters cast a single ballot for 
a political party list. Under the reform of the Basic Law: The Government, 
voters were to cast two ballots. One ballot was for a party list and the second 
one for an individual candidate for prime minister. Although elected sepa-
rately, the prime minister still required the confidence of the Knesset. A no-
confidence vote supported by sixty-one members of the Knesset would lead 
to new elections for the Knesset and the prime minister. By giving voters the 
right to vote directly for the prime minister, it was thought that the authority 
of the executive would be enhanced and the prime minister would become 
less susceptible to pressure from smaller parties.

Altering electoral rules can change the behavior of voters, however, par-
ticularly in deeply divided societies.48 The changes that were introduced had 
unintended consequences: they increased the popular vote for parties that rep-
resented a niche clientele. Thus, special interest parties were further strength-
ened, not weakened, under the new system, and the Knesset became even more 
fragmented. Because voters were able to express their position on the question 
of peace, security, and territories through their choice of prime minister, they 
were now more inclined to vote for a political party list that represented their 
particularistic interests rather than for the prime minister’s party. In 1996, ap-
proximately 45 percent of the electorate engaged in this form of split-ticket 
voting; by 1999 almost two- thirds did so.49 As a consequence of the reform, 
Labor and Likud’s share of the votes decreased dramatically while political par-
ties that represent particularistic interests grew in number and size. 

In total, as can be seen in Table 9, the number of political parties that 
gained access to the Knesset grew from eleven in 1992 to fifteen in 1996 and 
nineteen in 1999 (counting separate parties running on a joint list as distinct 
parties).50 Particularistic interest parties, representing, among others, various 
religious constituencies, new immigrants from Russia, Mizrahi Jews, Jewish 
settlers in the West Bank and Gaza, and labor unions, made considerable 
gains. A new Russian immigrant party, Yisrael Ba’aliyah, won seven seats in 
the 1996 elections and six in 1999 when an additional immigrant party, Av-
igdor Lieberman’s Yisrael Beytenu, managed to gain access to the Knesset by 
winning three seats; Shas, representing Mizrahi religious Jews, grew from six 
seats in 1992 to ten in 1996 and seventeen in 1999; Shinui, a party claiming to 
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represent secularist Jews, won six seats in 1999 and fifteen in 2003. A return 
to the old voting system before the 2003 elections managed to somewhat halt 
the fragmentation trend but not to completely reverse it. The 2003 and 2006 
elections resulted in sixteen political parties represented in the Knesset (in-
cluding separate parties running on a joint list). As a result of the 2009 elec-
tions, the number of parties in the Knesset dropped to fifteen. 

What was relevant to Jewish voters also applied to the PAI electorate with 
equal if not more force. The PAI were now able to vote for a prime minister 
representing the center-left while also casting a ballot for a PAI political party 
to represent their particularistic interest. In 1996 and 1999, roughly 95 per-
cent of PAI voters voted for the Labor candidates for prime minister, Shimon 
Peres and Ehud Barak.51 By 1999, over two thirds of PAI voters engaged in 
split-ticket voting and voted for a PAI political party. The total number of 
seats won by political parties claiming to represent the PAI (including the 
DFPE) increased from five in the 1988 and 1992 elections to nine in the 1996 
elections, and ten in the 1999 elections. 

After the old voting system was restored, the “leaking” of voters to PAI 
parties slowed down, but old voting patterns were not restored. Political par-

Table 9. Fragmentation of Party System and Rise of PAI Parties, 1992–2009

Year of Seats held by Parties Seats held by Share of total vote
election two largest represented PAI parties won by PAI parties 

parties together in Knesset  (including DFPE)

1992 76 11   5 4.0
1996 66 15   9 7.4
1999 45 19 10 7.9
2003 57 16   8 7.4
2006* 48 16 10 8
2009* 55 15 11 9.2

Based on election data available on Knesset website, http://www.Knesset.gov.il/description/
eng/eng_mimshal_res.htm.
The DFPE is considered a PAI party in this table as the party underwent a significant transition 
since the 1990s. It fits D. L. Horowitz’s fundamental indicators of an ethnic party (Ethnic 
Groups in Conflict, 291–92), as it derives its support overwhelmingly from the PAI and makes 
ethnic demands on the government.
*Since 2006, the newly established Kadima party, led by former prime minister Ariel Sharon, 
who seceded from the Likud in 2005, became one of the two largest parties. It won the 2006 
election and became the governing party; it also emerged with the most Knessset seats following 
the 2009 elections, but Likud was in a better position to build a coalition government. 

http://www.Knesset.gov.il/description/eng/eng_mimshal_res.htm
http://www.Knesset.gov.il/description/eng/eng_mimshal_res.htm
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ties representing the PAI won eight seats in the 2003 election (largely due 
to an internal split within the UAL that resulted in votes worth roughly two 
Knesset seats being lost to PAI parties that did not pass the threshold), ten 
seats in 2006, and eleven seats in 2009. The number of parties claiming to 
represent the PAI grew from two in 1992 to three in 1996 and to five in 1999, 
2003, 2006, and 2009 (counting separate parties coalescing on a joint list as 
separate parties).52 Table 9 demonstrates the relationship between the frag-
mentation of Israel’s political party system (and the decline of two largest 
parties), following the electoral reform that was introduced after the 1992 
elections, and the rise in number and electoral gains of political parties rep-
resenting the PAI. 

The case of the PAI is not unique. A fragmented party system is a vari-
able that has often been associated with the rise of ethnic parties in other 
places around the world.53 This is because the electoral rules that induce such 
systems provide incentives for voters to vote for ethnic parties and hence for 
parties to appeal to particularistic interests. When there is more than one 
party that claims to represent the minority, the dynamic that can sometimes 
occur is that of “outbidding,” whereby each of the ethnically based parties 
tries to outbid its competitors in demonstrating loyalty to the group and com-
mitment to advancing group interests.54

Thus, on the one hand, the new electoral rules in Israel created space for a 
greater number of niche clientele PAI parties. On the other hand, PAI politi-
cal parties found themselves competing among themselves for the PAI vote. 
Considering that the pool of potential support for PAI parties is limited, the 
competition for the PAI vote became intense. Add to that that enough time 
had passed for the PAI to overcome the legacies of the military administra-
tion, for a new elite to emerge, and for parties other than the Communists 
to build organizational infrastructure that will enable them to compete with 
the DFPE. Some have even speculated that in the 1980s, the state enabled 
the Islamists to operate relatively unrestrained so as to enhance internal PAI 
competition and undermine the dominance of the communists.55 This kind 
of policy would have undoubtedly contributed to the pluralization of PAI 
politics. The competition that has emerged between parties vying for the sup-
port of the PAI electorate provides incentives for the competing PAI forces to 
appeal to ethnonational sentiments in order to enhance their credentials as 
the most appropriate representatives of the minority’s interests. It is for this 
reason that the DFPE, for example, formed alliances with Balad and Ahmad 
Tibi’s Ta’al, the ADP joined forces with the Islamists, and representatives of 
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all the parties have sharpened their rhetoric and are making bolder ethnic 
demands on the state as elaborated in the previous chapter. 

The theoretical lessons generated by this experience relate both to the role 
of institutions as more than just conduits of preferences—they can harden 
preferences in a fragmented and highly competitive environment—and to the 
impact of internal majority fragmentation on minority politics and ethnona-
tionalism. The intra-Jewish split and the subsequent changes in the electoral 
rules have enhanced an interactive, reciprocal process whereby the PAI were 
more likely to express ethnonational sentiments by voting for PAI parties. 
Concomitantly, competing PAI political parties, vying for voters, have greater 
incentives to increasingly appeal to ethnonational sentiments and make 
blunter ethnic claims in the name of Palestinian nationalism in Israel.

Interestingly, already in 1989 Ian Lustick predicted that the Arab minority 
was going to increase its political power because of the conflict-ridden attri-
bute of Israeli politics.56 According to Lustick, the intra-Jewish divide made 
PAI electoral support indispensable for Labor and its associates on the left, 
in turn making them more likely to court PAI voters and parties. When add-
ing the relative population growth of the PAI and the possibilities of tactical 
maneuvering by Arab voters and politicians, Lustick anticipated that the bar-
gaining power of the PAI would increase and enable this minority to become 
a decisive factor in Israeli politics. He wrote that “so long as Israel’s Jewish 
majority remains deeply and evenly split on the main questions facing the 
state, Israeli Arabs will be in an increasingly strategic position to influence, if 
not ultimately control, the composition of Israeli governments.”57 Thus, Labor 
would be compelled to join forces with the PAI and accommodate some of 
the minority’s demands, setting Israel on the road to binationalism.58

Even though for a while, the Rabin government did establish cooperative 
relations with PAI political parties, Lustick’s prediction about the impact of 
intra-Jewish fragmentation did not materialize. The fragmented character of 
Israeli politics had the opposite effect to what Lustick anticipated and made 
accommodating PAI parties and their main demands highly improbable 
because of the increasing dependence of central governments on a growing 
number of coalition partners that were unwilling to compromise on Jewish 
dominance and could quit the coalition and bring down the government. 

Since the 1990s, coalition governments relied on a particularly large num-
ber of parties. Each party in the coalition required a payoff for supporting the 
government and could at any point withdraw from the coalition and make the 
government fall. Binyamin Netanyahu’s coalition government (1996–1999), 
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for example, consisted of nine parties, including Likud-Gesher-Tzomet, the 
National religious Party (NRP), Yisrael Ba’aliyah, the Third Way, Shas, and 
United Torah Judaism (UTJ), which brings together Degel Ha’Torah and 
Agudath Yisrael. Several of the junior coalition partners eventually helped 
to bring down Netanyahu’s government and joined Ehud Barak’s Labor gov-
ernment following the 1999 elections. Similarly, Barak’s government (1999–
2001), which initially consisted of Yisrael Ahat (A joint list of Labor, Meimad, 
and Gesher), Shas, Yisrael Ba’aliyah, Meretz, the Centre Party, the UTJ, and 
the NRP, lost the UTJ following a dispute over the travel of an oil-transferring 
track on a Sabbath day. The government lost several other coalition mem-
bers shortly after the failed Camp David peace summit in the summer of 
2000. Even though it started off as a ten-party coalition (counting parties 
that coalesced on a joint list as distinct parties), Barak’s government was left 
with a parliamentary minority, and eventually Barak resigned and lost the 
2001 elections to prime minister to Ariel Sharon. The coalition formed by 
Sharon following the 2003 election consisted of “only” six political parties. As 
a consequence of the decision to unilaterally withdraw from Gaza, however, 
right wing parties left the government and the Likud split as Ariel Sharon and 
his followers, realizing that they had lost the support of most of the Likud, 
seceded to form the Kadima Party.59 The Kadima-led coalition government 
(2006–2009), which consisted of six parties, also collapsed after it was bolted 
by Labor. Thus, the growing strength of smaller parties meant that dealing 
with contentious policy issues (including Jewish ownership of the state) en-
tailed significant political risks. The central government became significantly 
weaker and less stable as governments could easily be brought down by the 
small political parties due to disputes over controversial policy issues. 

The question of Jewish ownership of the state has remained very much 
a central issue in Israel and the Jewish majority is not evenly divided on this 
question. Public opinion polls have revealed consistent support for maintain-
ing the Jewish identity of the state and Israeli leaders have made recognition 
of Israel as a Jewish state an important issue in peace negotiations with the 
Palestinians.60 As a result, including PAI parties in the coalition and accom-
modating their ethnic demands, as Lustick predicted, has become even less 
likely than before. As the Rabin-headed government (which had only 2 for-
mal members since September 1993, Labor and Meretz, and was supported by 
the DFPE and ADP from the outside) discovered following the Oslo Interim 
Agreement, having PAI parties as strategic partners that support the coalition 
comes with a heavy price, as demonstrated earlier in this chapter. With the in-
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creased fragmentation and further decline of the large parties, increasing the 
political role of the PAI has become even riskier as it would likely entail losing 
support of crucial Jewish coalition partners. Even prime ministers from the 
center-left, who needed to bolster their credentials as loyal to the interests of 
the Jewish majority when pursuing the peace process, have chosen to margin-
alize PAI political parties.61 For example, in 1999 when Prime Minister Barak 
formed the government that would engage in the Camp David Summit, he 
distanced himself from the PAI parties and preferred to form a coalition with 
the religious and right-of-center Shas and National Religious Party. More re-
cently, the rise of Yisrael Beytenu to the status of the third most popular party 
in Israel, when it won fifteen seats in the 2009 elections, was characterized by 
the party’s pointed claims directed against the PAI. In short, political frag-
mentation has made the political risks associated with accommodating PAI 
ethnically based political parties higher than the benefits such a partnership 
is likely to bring.

Dispersion of Power and Declining State Presence 

Political fragmentation has engendered dispersion of political power and 
authority and has prevented any single state institution, a large party, or the 
central government from concentrating political power and reestablishing ul-
timate control over society.62 The process of diffusion of political power and 
authority has been accompanied by a reduction in state extensiveness, or pres-
ence, in the public sphere as well as growing incongruence between various 
agencies regarding public values, visions of society, and the treatment of the 
minority. A decline in state extensiveness and decentralization of authority has 
imposed limitations on the capacity of the central government to penetrate 
and structure society and has provided extensive public space for organized 
social groups, including PAI ethnically based groups, to operate outside the 
realm of the state and articulate ethnic demands more assertively. 

It should be stressed immediately that at no point has the state lost its 
capacity to set firm boundaries in which all groups must operate—with the 
possible exception of settlers in the West Bank.63 The state is still relatively 
well institutionalized and still possesses significant coercive capacity to pre-
vent sustained domestic violent mobilization and secessionism. Neverthe-
less, majority fragmentation and the declining degrees of state cohesion and 
extensiveness have provided sufficient space for the consolidation of ethnic 
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civil society and other forms of extra-parliamentary mobilization that were 
discussed extensively in Chapter 5 and that challenge the foundational prin-
ciples of the state. 

There were two axes of dispersion of authority that were particularly con-
sequential for the emergence of PAI ethnic civil society mobilization: hori-
zontal, between various state agencies, and vertical, between state and society. 
The most conspicuous aspect of the horizontal decentralization, aside from 
the changes in the legislature-executive relations that were discussed above, 
was the empowerment of the judiciary vis-à-vis the executive and the Knes-
set through increased judicial activism of Israel’s High Court of Justice. The 
transitions in executive-legislature-judiciary balance of power highlighted 
differences in values and attitudes toward Israel’s diverse social groups and 
the socially and politically subordinate, including women, same-sex persons, 
non-Jewish residents that arrived in the 1990s, and the PAI minority.64

Two of the most important junctures on the road to strengthening the 
judiciary were the introduction of Basic Law: The Judiciary in 1984, which in 
part also codified the High Court of Justice’s authority to review government 
practices, and Basic Law: Human Dignity and Liberty and Basic Law: Free-
dom of Occupation, which were enacted in 1992 and deal with the protection 
of civic and property rights.65 These basic laws have been interpreted by the 
High Court of Justice as a “constitutional revolution” that provide the courts 
with greater scrutinizing power for review of government policies that might 
infringe on the civic rights of citizens.66

As with changes in electoral politics, judicial empowerment was partly 
generated by intra-Jewish segmentation. According to Ran Hirschl, the em-
powerment of the courts was largely related to the loss of hegemony of Labor 
and the elites it represents.67 In his comparative study of Canada, Israel, 
South Africa. and New Zealand, Hirschl finds that when a dominant segment 
of society realizes that it is likely to lose its hegemony, it tries to protect its 
privileged position by transferring authority away from elected government 
institutions to the courts through the constitutionalization of civic rights, 
particularly property rights. This is primarily true for segments that are not a 
numerical majority because without judicial review, parliamentary majorities 
can more easily transfer resources. That the secular Ashkenazi elites lost their 
hold on power has been discussed extensively in the literature, and there is 
no need to elaborate here more than what has already been written.68 Accord-
ing to Hirschl, when the secular elites associated with Labor realized that the 
challenges posed by the religious and the more traditional communities were 
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not transient, they opened the judicial avenue as protective means, empow-
ering the courts to review government policies and protect their privileged 
social and economic positions. 

Others have argued that the polarization of the secular-religious divide 
and the decline in the ability of the divided Knesset to resolve contentious 
issues since the early 1980s have enabled the courts to intervene and resolve 
disputes on issues of principle.69 As the High Court of Justice was becom-
ing more accessible to marginalized groups, the shift in the court-Knesset 
balance of power led to a refocusing of Israeli political mobilization in gen-
eral. The 1990s saw a significant upsurge in litigation activism by organized 
groups, including civil rights organizations, women, immigrants, secularists, 
reform and conservative religious associations, and many others.70 By 1999, 6 
percent of all NGOs registered in Israel were dealing with law, advocacy, and 
politics.71 Litigation has thus become a means for political participation as 
well as protestation against state authorities.72

The court’s increasing involvement in sociopolitical disputes has made it 
an additional center of authority, or an alternative rule maker, as it brought 
to the forefront alternative liberal values that checked the authority of cen-
tralized, majoritarian institutions and claimed to uphold the rights of dis-
advantaged groups. Among the most conspicuous non-PAI examples of 
organization that mobilize through litigation were the Association for Civil 
Rights in Israel, the Israel Movement for Progressive Judaism, Israel Women’s 
Network, and Hemdat (a movement concerned with religious pluralism).

One highly publicized example of the particular impact this transforma-
tion has had for policies toward the PAI is the case of the Qa’adan family. An 
application by the Qa’adan family to lease a plot of land in the community set-
tlement of Katzir, built on land allocated to the Jewish Agency by the ILA, was 
rejected on the grounds that the family did not fit the community. In response 
to a petition by ACRI, the High Court of Justice ruled that the state cannot 
discriminate on the basis of nationality or religion when allocating state land 
to citizens.73 In issuing its precedent-setting ruling, the High Court of Justice 
gave higher priority to the value of civic equality for individuals than to the 
traditional ethnonationalist priorities of the other centers of authority of the 
state.74 The implication of the ruling was not immediately internalized as the 
ILA was not in a hurry to implement the court’s decision.75 In the longer 
term, however, subsequent petitions or threats of petitions forced changes 
in state practices. According to one report, in 2004 after initially resisting on 
ethnonational grounds, the ILA agreed to release seven plots of land to Arab 
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families in a new neighborhood in Carmiel following a petition to the courts 
by ACRI and the ACAP.76 Additional petitions by ACRI, Adalah, and ACAP 
have prompted the attorney general to rule that neither the ILA nor the JNF 
were entitled to discriminate against the Arab minority in land allocation.77

Beyond specific policies, the empowerment of the judiciary and its com-
mitment to different norms has opened up opportunities for mobilization 
by litigation by PAI organizations as well. Organizations like Adalah, ACAP, 
and Mossawa have become what Charles Epp calls “support structures for 
legal mobilization.”78 The pursuit of rights through courts, according to Epp, 
has become possible through these support structures, “consisting of rights-
advocacy organizations, rights advocacy lawyers, and sources of financing.”79

Ethnically based organizations create infrastructure for mobilization in the 
name of the collective and provide access to the courts for individuals and 
groups who would otherwise not have the resources to act on their own. For 
example, some workers in Adalah are responsible for locating potential cases 
with collective bearing to bring before the courts. Indeed, most of the abun-
dant petitions submitted by Adalah, which were discussed extensively in the 
previous chapter, have been of a collectivist character. Likewise, Mossawa 
took it upon itself in 2005 to petition the courts against the lack of program-
ming in Arabic on Channel Two in Israel, an issue of concern to many in the 
PAI community, but one that individuals would find difficult to pursue indi-
vidually.80 And ACAP has been at the forefront with petitions dealing with 
access to land. By 2001, about 7 percent of PAI NGOs were operating in law, 
advocacy, and politics, indicating the significance of the judicial avenue.81

The strengthening of the judiciary and incongruence between the val-
ues traditionally promoted by the central regime, on the one hand, and the 
judicial arm of the state, on the other, had come in conjunction with trans-
formation in broader state-society power relations. Dispersion of authority 
simultaneously reflected and further modified power relations in society. It 
translated into a decline in the capacity of the ruling echelon in the central 
government to control society while further reinforcing the empowerment 
of civil society associations. Numerous non-PAI advocacy organizations 
emerged in Israel in the 1980s and 1990s to demand greater accountability 
from the regime. Some utilized judicial empowerment to pursue their in-
terests; others preferred protest mobilization. Notable examples include the 
Movement for the Quality of Government and the Constitution for Israel 
Movement. Some challenged traditional practices of distribution of material 
and cultural resources, for example, Hakeshet Hamizrahit (the Mizrahi Rain-
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bow), which wanted more material and cultural resources diverted to Jews of 
Middle Eastern origin. Some have even suggested that the Constitution for 
Israel organization, which mobilized tens of thousands of demonstrators in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, was the main agent that led politicians to alter 
the electoral system and the introduction of the important Basic Law: Free-
dom of Occupation and Basic Law: Human Dignity and Liberty.82

All in all, Israel’s civil society activity, the origins of which were discussed 
in Chapter 4, experienced tremendous growth in recent decades.83 The chal-
lenges presented by the burgeoning civil society reflected and engendered 
changing power relations between state and society, whereby society increas-
ingly demanded greater government accountability and created space for 
social participation in decision-making. Increasingly, society has been more 
able to scrutinize the state and influence it, rather than vice versa as was his-
torically the case in Israel. 

These challenges had an impact on the space available for PAI civil soci-
ety mobilization. ACAP, for example, like many other organizations, could 
more legitimately criticize and file objections against government develop-
ment plans when Hakeshet Hamizrahit was doing something similar. Adalah 
could more easily claim to legitimately question government policies through 
petitions as ACRI was mobilizing in the same way. And many other organi-
zations could claim to be participating in existing public debates. As I stated 
elsewhere,

The debates within the Jewish community over changing the hier-
archical citizenship structure that privileged some groups and mar-
ginalized others, on the one hand, and the changing power relations 
between state and society in Israel, on the other, provided space for 
PAI participation in this discourse. Particularly noteworthy in this 
context is Mossawa’s participation in the meetings held by the Knesset 
Constitution, Law, and Justice Committee on a future constitution. 
Mossawa’s proposal aimed to challenge the PAI’s position in the hier-
archical structures in Israel. Adalah’s “The Democratic Constitution” 
(2007) and the National Committee for the Heads of the Arab Local 
Authorities in Israel’s “The Future Vision of the Palestine Arabs in 
Israel” (2006) also came about on the backdrop of intensifying debates 
since 2003 amongst the Jewish majority about drafting a constitution 
for Israel (the question of drafting a constitution gained in significance 
since 2003 when the Knesset Constitution, Law, and Justice Commit-
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tee started to hold regular debates on the issue). Several Jewish non-
governmental actors, including the IDI [Israel Democracy Institute], 
the Shalem Center, and others, either proposed drafts for constitution 
or participated in regular discussions in the Knesset on the issue.84

Thus, ethnically based civil society activism and the ethnic claims that 
accompanied it were largely facilitated by the public space that mainstream 
Israeli civil society carved open. It should be clear that not all Jewish NGOs 
shared an agenda. Many of the prominent organized social forces were non-
liberal. Some were more conservative. Some advanced a Jewish nationalist 
agenda. Arguably, the most prominent of these was Gush Emunim, formed 
in the 1970s with the goal of settling the territories Israel captured in the 
1967 war and promoting Jewish sovereignty over the territory. The important 
point to keep in mind, however, is not the agenda itself. It is the expand-
ing pluralistic discourse, on the one hand, and the corrosive capacity that 
the extraparliamentary activity, liberal and conservative, had on the central 
government’s capacity to pursue policies independently of social pressure 
and without being subjected to public scrutiny, on the other. One scholar ob-
served that “the mushrooming of multiple Israeli social change and advocacy 
organizations . . . emulated in style and methods of action twentieth century 
American social movements. These non-profit, politically partisan and non-
partisan organizations embraced American concepts of civil society.”85 And 
another distinguished scholar noted that organized societal groups that have 
been increasing their demands on the state, have “had a long-term corrosive 
effect on the state’s ability to channel the diverse currents in society.”86

The accumulative impact of these changes in state-society relations in Is-
rael, the declining congruence in preferences and values among significant 
arms of the state (most significantly between the judiciary, on the one hand, 
and the legislature and executive, on the other), and the decreasing presence 
of the Israeli state in society was to accelerate the process begun in the 1970s 
of reduced regime capacity to control minority activism. As Israeli society 
and politics opened up, new channels became available for PAI mobiliza-
tion. The new institutional setting provided the PAI with new opportunities 
through which to challenge the lack of state autonomy and practices of ethnic 
favoritism. 

Under these conditions, ethnically based civil society activity could bour-
geon, and it is not surprising that much of the patterns of growth in PAI 
ethnic civil society activism that was elaborated upon in the previous chapter 
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followed the more general pattern of growth in civil society activism in Israel. 
Thus, at the beginning of the 1980s, PAI civil society activity hardly existed. 
By 2001, over 1,600 NGOs were registered, almost two thirds of which were 
founded in the 1990s (80 percent since 1988).87 In 1990, PAI NGOs accounted 
for 3.1 percent of the newly registered NGOs; by 1999, the rate grew to 7.7 
percent, “amounting to 4.4 percent of the cumulative total of Israeli third sec-
tor to date. The significant increases in 1999 can thus be regarded as a culmi-
nation of formal organizational activity among this minority group.”88 In the 
2000s, the annual rate of newly registering NGOs began to exceed 7 percent. 
Table 10 lists the year of establishment of some of the most active and well-
funded PAI NGOs involved with politics, litigation and advocacy. 

The burgeoning PAI nonparliamentary activism has been facilitated by 
an upsurge in funding from international sources. That international orga-
nizations, trans-state money transfers, and transborder social activism have 
facilitated the intensification of ethnic group, and particularly minority, mo-
bilization is conventionally accepted.89 International activism contributes to 
the diffusion of ethnic claims on the basis of a human rights discourse. 

International organizations such as the Ford Foundation, Oxfam, and the 
European Commission have long been involved in promoting civil society 
projects and democracy around the world, and they have also contributed to 
PAI NGOs. More intriguing is the upsurge in funding from transstate Jew-
ish philanthropic foundations as well as Israeli support networks. The most 
active on this front are the New Israel Fund (NIF), the Moriah Fund, and 
the Abraham Fund Initiatives, who together have been donating more than 
U.S.$3 million annually to PAI ethnically based associations since the mid-
2000s and the amounts are rising.90 In 2008, Adalah alone was authorized a 

Table 10. Year of Establishment of Prominent Ethnically Based 
PAI Nonparliamentary Organizations

Organization Year of establishment

ACAP 2000
Adalah 1996
Ahali 1999
Association of Forty 1978
HRA (Arab Center for Human Rights) 1988
I’lam 2000
Ittijah 1995
Mossawa 1997



168 Chapter 6

grant of over half a million U.S. dollars; ACAP $105,000, Ahali over $40,000, 
I’lam $31,000, and Mada al-Carmel $200,000.91 Many of the donors are 
driven by the belief that strengthening minority rights in Israel, promoting 
pluralism, and counterbalancing state ethnic favoritism is normatively desir-
able and contributes to a better society in Israel as a whole.92

Within Israel, Shatil, founded and backed by the NIF, has been providing 
significant technical and financial assistance to ethnically based PAI organi-
zations. The NIF (established in 1979) and Shatil were created in response 
to the rise to power of the Likud and the Israeli Right. The founders of these 
two organizations were liberal Jews, who sought to counterbalance what they 
perceived as the growing ethno-communitarian trends signified by the rise 
of the Israeli right and conservative-religious segments of society. According 
to its website, “SHATIL, The New Israel Fund's Empowerment and Training 
Center for Social Change Organizations in Israel, was established in 1982 to 
strengthen civil society efforts and promote democracy, tolerance, and social 
justice in Israel.”93 Initially, Shatil and the NIF were active primarily in the 
Jewish sector, advancing what they saw as a social justice agenda and assist-
ing NGOs that dealt with marginalized populations in the Jewish sector, in-
cluding women, nonorthodox religious organizations, immigrants, and other 
community-based groups. Shortly thereafter, they extended their support 
to the Arab minority and to PAI ethnically based associations. It should be 
stressed that all of the main donors endorse Israel’s foundational principles.94

Their support of PAI ethnic civil society should not be interpreted as endors-
ing PAI ethnonationalism or the demands expressed in the Vision Documents. 
And yet, the transition in Israeli politics and society over the last two and a half 
decades and the emergent sociopolitical fragmentation were accompanied by 
a more pluralistic discourse and greater public space for civil society to check 
the influence of the central state. These sociopolitical processes ended up being 
conducive to PAI ethnically based civil society activism as Shatil and the NIF 
have become major players in Israel’s civil society sector, which now tolerates 
ethnic claims against the state and the Jewish majority.

Consequential declining state presence in the public arena occurred in 
several other places. In the realm of electronic media, for example, indepen-
dent commercial and cable television and local radio stations were introduced 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s. The proliferation of media outlets had ac-
celerated the process that began in the late 1960s and early 1970s and which 
was discussed in Chapter 4, whereby the center of governmental authority 
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increasingly lost most of its control over the content of public discourse.95

The transformation in the media landscape provided additional opportuni-
ties for PAI mobilization as PAI organizations that focus on advancing a PAI 
agenda in the media were formed. I’lam: Media Center for Arab Palestinians 
in Israel is arguably the most conspicuous of these organizations. This NGO 
characterizes its activities as oriented toward “empowering the Arab media 
landscape.” 96 It does so partly through scrutinizing media coverage of the 
PAI, providing critical feedback to media outlets for their coverage of the PAI, 
and expressing concerns when they feel the PAI position is treated unfairly. 
I’lam also claims to work to advance the access and representation of Arab 
journalists to Israeli media. In 2008, it also launched a program aimed at 
improving the quality and level of professionalism of Arab journalism. How 
much influence this organization has is a debateable question.

One of the most important facets of declining state presence that proved 
consequential for PAI nonparliamentary ethnically based activism was in the 
social and economic realms. Since the 1980s, there has been a steady retreat of 
the state from the economy and a transition toward a liberal market economy, 
consumerism, free entrepreneurship, enhanced privatization of government 
companies, and deregulation of trade and investment. The number of gov-
ernment companies (defined as having at least 50 percent government own-
ership) declined from 189 in 1987 to 119 in 1995, and further still at the turn 
of the twenty-first century.97 Likewise, the Histadrut practically sold most of 
its property holdings and privatized most of its firms.98 Koor, for example, 
which was owned by the Histadrut and was the leading actor in Israel’s indus-
trial sector in the first several decades, was sold to private ownership as were 
Israel’s major banks. The private domain considerably increased throughout 
the 1990s and 2000s as “the private sector produced an increasing share of 
national wealth.”99 According to Nitzan and Bichler, much of the economic 
power in Israel has shifted from the state to leading families and groups, in-
cluding Arison, Dankner, Ofer, and Recanati, among many others.100 Many of 
Israel’s leading domestic firms came under partial foreign ownership.101

Furthermore, the introduction of the National Health Insurance Law in 
1995 stipulated that individuals no longer needed to be members of the His-
tadrut to have access to its health care services. The new regulations ended 
this organization’s all but absolute monopoly over health service, arguably the 
most important social service, as three rival health insurance providers, Mac-
cabi, Leumit, and Me’uhedet, increased their share of clients. The Histadrut’s 
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historical role as a social, economic, and political power in Israel practically 
expired following these changes. Membership in the Histadrut, 1.8 million in 
1994, declined by more than 60 percent by the end of 1997.102

When government agencies divest themselves of responsibility for pro-
viding services and when state presence decreases in the economic sphere, 
there is often growth in private sector and service activity.103 The privatization 
of various aspects of Israel’s economy and social services provided societal 
space for non-state actors to provide services instead of the state, the role of 
which in redistribution of resources had gradually decreased. According to 
Gidron, Bar, and Katz, as the state privatized many of its public services in 
the 1990s, there was a tremendous growth in the number of nonprofit or-
ganizations that either “replaced or complemented educational, welfare, and 
health services that the state previously provided.”104 If in 1980 fewer than 
2,500 nonprofit organizations were registered in Israel, there were about 
15,000 such organizations in 1990 and close to 35,000 by the end of 2001. Ap-
proximately three quarters of those registered at the turn of the twenty-first 
century were engaged in service provision in welfare, education and research, 
religion, and culture.105

Similar dynamics applied in PAI society as opportunity space was created 
for organized PAI activity to step in where the state was no longer present. As 
mentioned earlier, the number of registered PAI NGOs grew tremendously 
throughout the 1990s and 2000s. More than 80 percent of the PAI NGOs 
currently registered were established after 1988.106 By 2001, over half of the 
associations that were registered dealt with service provisions in the realms 
of education, health, social services, development and housing, and religion. 
Of particular importance in this context is the space created for the Islamic 
movement as close to one-fifth of PAI NGOs were also religious.107 Since 
many local PAI communities, particularly the smaller ones, were seriously 
affected by the shrinkage in the welfare state—whereas in Jewish towns there 
was an average of one primary healthcare clinic for 8,600 residents and one 
speciality clinic for 15,500 residents in 2003, the ratio in Arab towns was one 
primary healthcare clinic per 11,800 residents and one specialty clinic per 
29,500 residents—the need and opportunities for NGOs to provide alterna-
tive services increased.108

The growing needs of the PAI population enabled the Islamists to replace 
the state in providing services. An extensive organizational framework that 
provides welfare services, healthcare facilities, educational services, and other 
welfare provisions has stepped in to replace the state. Being a political move-
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ment, the Islamic movement has developed a clientelistic approach whereby 
it expects political backing in exchange for the services it provides. Some have 
made the comparison with the Jewish Shas party, which hopes to reap the 
political reward for the social services that it provides to impoverished Jewish 
populations outside its parliamentary activity.109 Yet perhaps more than Shas, 
the Islamists prefer extensive isolation from the state. Their aim has been to 
establish a public domain where they administer their own affairs. Providing 
a network of social services, including healthcare, education, sports clubs, an 
orphanage, a drug rehabilitation center, and religious services instead of the 
state, minimizes the need of the PAI population to interact with state agen-
cies and provides the Islamists with opportunities to enhance the credibility 
of their message that “Islam is the solution”. Their credibility is further bol-
stered because they maintain independent sources of funding, relying mostly 
on charitable Islamic foundations from inside and outside Israel and several 
revenue-generating enterprises of their own. 

The hierarchical structure of the religious establishment has facilitated the 
clientelistic approach that the Islamists have taken toward politics. It should 
not come as a surprise, therefore, that the growth in the popularity and po-
litical strength of the Islamists, including the ability to win races for local 
councils, has followed the transformations in the social and economic struc-
tures. It is precisely because the state was limiting its presence in PAI locals 
that isolationist actors like the Islamists were provided with societal space for 
carving a distinct Islamic domain in which state presence is restricted. 

Conclusion

The Israeli state has proven to be malleable in significant areas. The Israeli 
polity has been more fragmented than ever since the mid-1990s as multiple 
centers of authority and rival political and social forces are competing with 
each other and advancing rival norms. Furthermore, while the state is still 
relatively well institutionalized, its extensiveness has declined considerably. It 
is no longer present in as many social areas as it used to be. It has withdrawn 
from large portions of economic activity and social service provision, it no 
longer monopolizes the media, or controls public discourse, and its military 
no longer governs PAI areas. The ability of the central government to affect 
social group range of action has diminished considerably. 

At the same time, the Israeli state has been relatively resilient when it 
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comes to extending the boundaries of ownership beyond the nondominant 
Jewish majority. Despite some incremental changes on the margins, there has 
been resistance to renegotiating the structures of inclusion and exclusion. 
Thus, the response to increasing PAI ethnonational claims has been dual: re-
jection of minority demands, on the one hand, and greater political space for 
articulating these demands, on the other. 



Conclusion

Israeli society remains deeply divided along ethnonational lines. The PAI mi-
nority has always had to face Jewish ownership of the state, yet only in re-
cent decades has PAI politics widely confronted the lack of state neutrality by 
making ethnonational claims, challenging the state’s foundational principles 
as a Jewish state, and demanding a distinct and expansive autonomous space. 
To some extent, Palestinian nationalism in Israel has completed a circle of 
sorts from the prestate period after transitioning through periods of quies-
cence and communist activism.

The ethnonational turn should not obscure the reality whereby the state 
still possesses sufficient capacity to enforce rules in which the rival ethnona-
tional groups must operate. Despite the growing tensions between the major-
ity and minority and the rise in popularity of ethnocentric political parties 
on both sides, the Jewish-PAI conflict has rarely manifested itself outside the 
established institutional framework. The events of October 2000, interethnic 
riots in Acre in October 2008, and rare involvement of PAI individuals in 
subversive activities are the exception to the rule. PAI patterns of political 
organization and mobilization mirror the general patterns in Israel at large. 
In this regard, at least, PAI political actors can be said to have accepted Is-
rael's democracy as “the only game in town” and are "playing by the rules." 
This is a somewhat unexpected pattern of political behavior considering that 
important PAI leaders and intellectuals publicly reject Israel's categorization 
as a democracy.1

At the same time, the state is no longer able to control minority political 
organizations and demands as it did in the first decades. It has liberalized 
along many dimensions and is no longer as extensive and as penetrative into 
social space as it used to be. The military administration has long been re-
moved from regions populated by Arabs; government control of the media 
has loosened considerably; the previously statist economy has been liberal-
ized; the Histadrut’s role in the economy has expired; government agencies 
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have divested themselves of responsibility for providing many services; and 
independent civil society organizations that make demands on the state, 
scrutinize the central government, and offer alternative frameworks of social 
organization are abundant. Following in the footsteps of their Jewish coun-
terparts, ethnically based PAI organizations that make demands on the state 
in the name of the ethnic-national minority carve an isolated sphere outside 
the reach of the state, and challenge central government policies have prolif-
erated since the mid-1990s. They utilize the opportunity space that has been 
created by the contraction of state presence and outreach. 

The decline in state extensiveness has been coupled with political and 
institutional fragmentation. Authority is no longer centralized in the hands 
of a relatively small group of elites as it once was. Nor is politics divided be-
tween two camps of relatively equal proportions. Whereas the Labor Party 
dominated politics for the first thirty years, controlled much of the state’s 
resources, and co-opted the Arabs into clientelistic networks; and whereas 
the 1980s were characterized by polarization between Likud and its satellite 
parties, on one side, and Labor and its satellites, on the other side, the 1990s 
saw fragmentation of the political party scene. As a result, the central govern-
ment has been weakened significantly. The popularity of the two main parties 
declined and the number and size of niche-clientele and single-issue parties 
grew considerably. PAI ethnically based political parties were strengthened 
like other parties with particularistic agendas, but the fragmented structure 
did not permit inclusion of PAI parties in coalition governments or accom-
modation of their demands. Jewish-centric parties that were vital for the sur-
vival of any coalition would not have tolerated that. 

At the same time, competition among PAI parties vying for the PAI vote 
led to an outbidding dynamic whereby each party needed to enhance its cre-
dentials as the best representative of PAI interests. Thus, the electoral rules 
and the fragmented structure acted not only as conduits for expressing pref-
erences, they also provided incentives for mobilizing ethnicity and hardening 
the ethnonational position. 

The decline in the institutional cohesion of the state was also manifested 
in the changing judiciary-executive balance of power. As the judiciary was 
empowered by the “constitutional revolution,” it could not only check the 
power of majoritarian institutions, such as the Knesset, but it also advanced, 
and operated according to, alternative norms that were less ethnocentric 
than those of the central government. Stated differently, different branches 
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of the state were not synchronized in their preferences. The judicial branch 
became an avenue through which marginalized groups, including women, 
same-sex couples, reform and conservative Jews, and the Arab minority 
could pursue collective goals. The courts offered an alternative source of au-
thority to the executive and Knesset, and as a result, litigation-activism in 
the name of a collective, including among the PAI, became a common form 
of mobilization. 

Thus, changes in the domestic institutional setting have been central to 
this account. On the one hand, institutional change provided space for PAI 
political activism to challenge the foundational principles of the state and the 
ethnic order. In some instances, new institutions even provided incentives 
to accelerate the mobilization of ethnonationalism (most conspicuously the 
electoral and party systems). On this front, transitions in forms of PAI orga-
nization and mobilization mirrored changes in Israel at large. On the other 
hand, the boundaries of exclusion remained largely impermeable and even 
hardened on occasion (despite exceptions on the margins), in turn encourag-
ing PAI adaptive preference formation. Representatives of the majority con-
tinue to counter PAI ethnonationalism using state instruments, most recently 
with bills setting imprisonment terms for those publicly calling to change 
Israel’s definition as a Jewish and democratic state and plans by the Ministry 
of Education to ban the teaching of the Palestinian Nakba and enhance Zion-
ist education in publicly funded schools.

Institutional changes, however, were not isolated from developments in 
the society scene. To a large extent, state institutions reflected intra-Jewish 
divides even as they also ended up reinforcing them. The left-right, religious-
secular, orthodox-conservative and reform, liberal-conservative, Ashkenazi-
Sepharadi, and have-have not divides were all connected to the loss of Labor 
hegemony, polarization and then fragmentation of politics, changes to elec-
tion laws, empowerment of the courts, state retreat from economic activity, 
weakening power of the central government, and rise of organized social 
forces that check central state power. Conflicting societal pressures increas-
ingly eroded regime capacity to regulate society. 

Consequential social changes occurred among the Arabs as well. The 
modernization process that included urbanization, education, economic ex-
pansion, and occupational transition engendered new elites that established 
new political organizations and acted as mobilizing agents. Unlike their pre-
decessors, these new elites were born into the state. They grew up experienc-
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ing both the period of control and subordination of their parents and the 
unsuccessful attempts at integration into Israeli society. The new elites were 
more familiar with the system, spoke Hebrew fluently, and were less suscep-
tible to manipulation. It is true that hamula politics remained central at local 
level politics.2 At the national level, however, the hamula largely gave way to 
new forms of organization that championed Palestinian nationalism in Israel. 
This is not to say that the Communists did not exhibit nationalist tendencies. 
But in the 1970s, the memory of how articulation of ethnonational sentiments 
was suppressed was still fresh while state attributes did not permit serious 
questioning of the state’s foundational principles. Framing claims in socialist 
rather than ethnonationalist rhetoric was less risky before the institutional 
changes of the 1990s. Ultimately, without the new political organizations to 
take advantage of the new opportunities that emerged and translate griev-
ances into political action, organized PAI ethnonationalist political activism 
would have been absent.

The implications of this argument extend beyond the Israeli case. Ethnic 
tensions between titular majorities and sizable homeland minorities with kin 
in the neighboring region characterize much of the post-Communist region 
in Central and Eastern Europe; Central, or Middle Asia; Turkey and Iraq and 
their Kurdish minorities; Malaysia and the Chinese minority; and many other 
regions. In many of these cases, the state seeks to promote the interests of eth-
nonational majorities over minorities. The analytical framework introduced 
in this book can be useful for anyone seeking to examine majority-minority 
tensions in similar contexts. 

To briefly reiterate, much of the literature on minority mobilization, 
in general, and the PAI, in particular, not only fails to distinguish between 
minorities and organizations that claim to speak on their behalf, but also 
stresses the grievances that arise from inequalities and subordinate status. 
What grievance-based explanations are unable to account for is how griev-
ances translate into political action. In the case of Israel and the PAI, objec-
tive inequalities and minority disaffection with subordination have remained 
relatively constant over a period of sixty years, while the forms of minor-
ity political organization, demands, and mobilization underwent significant 
transition. The increase in vociferous PAI ethnonational demands made by 
the burgeoning ethnically based organizations is a result of changes in the 
institutional structures of the Israeli state, which themselves resulted from 
transitions in intra-Jewish politics. Thus, the dynamic and ongoing interac-



177Conclusion

tion of state and ethnic groups and their reciprocal impact form the core of 
the explanation in this book.

Thoughts About Policy Implications

It is customary that authors end a book of this sort with some policy prescrip-
tions, reasoning why they prefer some solutions over others. Indeed, a small 
number of academics have tried to propose ways for dealing with state-mi-
nority relations. Those with accommodationist inclinations have suggested 
solutions that range from institutional autonomy to the PAI to further liber-
alization of Israel’s regime to reconstructing Israel as a civic state with a su-
pranational identity.3 Some take into consideration the broader context of the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict and propose a single binational state in the whole 
of mandatory Palestine.4

Whichever policy prescription one finds most normatively appealing, 
however, real-life political constraints cannot be wished away from the de-
bate. Israeli policymakers, on whom implementation of any relevant policy 
is dependent, have been far less giving than the accommodationist scholars. 
For the Israeli right and many on the Israeli left, Israel’s Jewish identity is a 
nonnegotiable principle. In 2009, Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu in-
troduced Palestinian recognition in Israel as a Jewish state as a precondition 
for the establishment of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza. In the 
2009 elections, Yisrael Beytenu, the political party headed by Avigdor Lieber-
man, ran on a platform that made ethnic demands on the Arab minority and 
demanded that citizenship in Israel be conditioned on publicly swearing alle-
giance to the Jewish state. The party slogan “Rak Lieberman Medaber Aravit” 
(Only Lieberman Speaks Arabic) was meant to stress that this party knew 
best “the appropriate response” to PAI ethnonationalism. Lieberman’s party 
won 11.7 percent of the vote, becoming the third largest faction in the Knes-
set. Subsequently, Lieberman became Israel’s foreign minister. 

On top of that, at the time of writing, the regional Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict appears to remain as intractable as ever and PAI ethnonational de-
mands as well as their expressions of support toward their co-nationals in the 
West Bank are received with great suspicion by most Israeli Jews. Even on the 
center-left, there is little patience for Palestinian national demands in Israel. 
When serving as Israel’s foreign minister, Tzipi Livni of the centrist Kadima 



178 Conclusion

Party, who supports a two-state solution to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, 
claimed that the national demands of all Palestinians should be satisfied with 
the creation of a Palestinian state in the West bank and Gaza. To the dismay 
of many PAI politicians and intellectuals, she reportedly stated that “it must 
be clear to everyone that the State of Israel is a national homeland of the 
Jewish people.”5 The response from PAI politicians and intellectual elites was 
incensed. And even Labor Prime Minister Ehud Barak chose to overlook the 
PAI in his policies during his short tenure as prime minister (1999–2001) so 
as not to alienate some of his coalition partners.6

Thus, while ideal solutions can be contemplated in abstraction, the re-
ality of Israeli politics, and particularly the dynamics of intra-Jewish poli-
tics, makes accommodating the minority unlikely in the foreseeable future. 
Although nothing is inevitable, many of the causes behind the exacerba-
tion of ethnic tensions in the first place are also responsible for reducing the 
prospects of future accommodation. The institutional framework provides 
incentives for hardening positions, not softening them. The Israeli polity is 
fragmented and the central government is usually too weak to impose a far-
reaching solution. The Jewish majority is internally divided and the Israeli 
electoral system produces numerous parties. Israeli governments typically 
include six or more political parties, any one of which can bolt the coalition 
at any point and help bring down the government. The political institutions 
of the central government provide opportunities for small groups of inter-
ested parties to block concessions and significant policy change toward the 
minority such that even a willing prime minister would be hard pressed to 
pursue a policy of rapprochement. Hence, as long as the current overarching 
state-society framework persists, Jewish-Palestinian tensions in Israel (and 
beyond) are likely to remain intractable. Yet, as the conflict endures, PAI eth-
nonational political activism intensifies, and with it come increasing minor-
ity claims and demands.  
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