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Abstract

The present volume focuses on how the Arab minority in Israel relates to
the definition of the country as a “Jewish state.” The question is especially
relevant in light of its members’ growing criticism, in recent years, of the
State’s attempts to buttress this definition. The criticism is heard with greater
intensity at the start of every new round of negotiations between Israel and
the Palestinians, catalyzed by Israel’s demand that the Palestinians recognize
it as a Jewish state. This criticism is also voiced by most members of the
Arab intellectual and political elite in response to initiatives that would
anchor Israel’s definition as a Jewish nation-state in the lawbook.

This is the context of the questions raised in this book: What are the
practical ramifications, for the Arab sector, of Israel’s characterization as
a “Jewish state”? Do Arabs balk at it for ideological reasons or pragmatic
reasons? Is the notion of a “Jewish and democratic state,” common among
Jewish Israelis, rejected by the country’s Arabs? What does the Arab sector
think about the Jews’ right to self-determination in Israel? What alternatives
to a “Jewish and democratic” state are commonly floated by Arabs? How
would they like to define the state?

An analysis of a variety of sources demonstrates that the vast majority
of the Arabs in Israel express their opposition to the country’s definition as a
“Jewish state” in both the pragmatic and ideological spheres. On the pragmatic
level, their reservations about this derive from their collective experience
since the country’s founding. In their eyes, the inequality between Jews and
Arabs, manifested in discriminatory allocation of resources between the two
sectors, stems from the State’s Jewish-Zionist character. On this level, their
refusal to recognize Israel as a “Jewish state” stems from the fear that such

* Translated by Lenn Schramm
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recognition would merely pave the way for increased discrimination against
the country’s Arab citizens

The ideological discourse runs deeper. It harks back to the circumstances
of Israel’s creation as the Jewish nation-state in 1948, to the roots of the
conflict for the land between the Zionist movement and the Palestinian
nationalist movement, and to the two sides’ battle for control of it in 1947—
1949. This is a discourse about historical justice and morality, whose basis
is whether Israel’s founding in 1948 as a Jewish nation-state can be justified.
The question is made even more acute in light of the Arabs’ widespread
belief that the flip side of the establishment of the “Jewish state” was the
“Palestinian Nakba.” Given this premise, which views Palestinian Arabs as
the original inhabitants of the land and, by contrast, the Jewish state as the
product of a colonialist enterprise and its Jewish citizens as non-indigenous,
it becomes clear that the ideological discussion revolves around an additional
fundamental question: Do the Jews have a right to self-determination on this
parcel of land, formerly Mandatory Palestine, which is the historic homeland
of its original inhabitants?

The ideological discourse exposes a multifaceted picture. Paradoxically,
the apparent unanimous resistance in the pragmatic sphere to recognition
of Israel as a Jewish state breaks down as the discussion veers towards the
ideological. This is because the Arab sector in Israel is not a monolithic
political and ideological bloc. Each of the four main streams within Arab
society—Israeli-Arab Zionism, Jewish-Arab Communism, Islam, and
nationalism—seeks to promote the Arabs’ interests in accordance with its
own worldview. As a result, the differences and contradictions between the
streams become more salient as the discussion penetrates more deeply into
these core ideological issues.

Of the four streams, there is no doubt that the nationalist stream,
represented in the Knesset by the National Democratic Assembly (Balad),
is the most outspoken opponent of the very idea of a Jewish state in the
Land of Israel/Palestine and in total ideological conflict with this notion. The
nationalists’ proposals to replace the Jewish nation-state with a binational
state derive from the assumption that the right of the Palestinians—the
original inhabitants of the land—to self-determination trumps the right to
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self-determination of any other non-indigenous group living in there. Hence
they assert that the indigenous inhabitants’ right to self-determination must
be realized first as a necessary precondition for a historic reconciliation
between Arabs and Jews in this land. Moreover, this right must be applied
throughout the Palestinians’ historic homeland—i.e., all of Mandatory
Palestine—and to all members of the Palestinian people, including Israel’s
Arab minority and Palestinian refugees now living outside their homeland.
For the nationalist stream, the establishment of a binational state in Israel/
Palestine would represent a historic compromise between the autochthonous
Arabs’ right to self-determination and retroactive recognition of the Jews’
right to self-determination, a right that can be honored only in a political
framework that is shared with the land’s original inhabitants. Hence members
of the nationalist stream can say that their proposal to fundamentally alter the
nature of the Jewish state is based on sacred values of historical justice and
morality.

The Communist stream, which has both Jewish and Arab members
and is represented in the Knesset by the Democratic Front for Peace and
Equality (Hadash), espouses quite a different position. It grants de facto
recognition to the right of a Jewish state to exist in Israel/Palestine and to
Jews’ right to self-determination in such a country on the basis of the 1947
UN Partition Resolution. Hadash, more than any other Arab stream, upholds
Israel’s current political existence within the 1967 borders (the “Green
Line”) and supports its Arab citizens’ political efforts in the Knesset—the
supreme sovereign institution of the state, that was established as a result of
the Partition Resolution. It firmly rejects the idea of a single binational state
in the entire land because it views that as counter to its traditional platform—
“Two States for Two Peoples.” It also opposes initiatives to transfer the bulk
of the Arabs’ political activity outside of the Knesset. However, it also firmly
rejects the country’s Jewish-Zionist character and the notion of Israel as a
majoritarian Jewish nation-state, because, in keeping with the democratic
principle of majority rule, this could lead to a tyranny of the majority. It sees
a Jewish state as a country with a Jewish majority in which the Jewish people
achieve self-determination. However, at the same time, it believes that the
Jewish majority must respect the rights of the Arab citizens—including their
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rights as a national collective—precisely because of its commitment to the
country’s democratic values.

The Islamists take a more complex stand. The adherents of this stream,
represented by the two factions of the Islamic Movement—parliamentary
and extra-parliamentary—do not worry themselves about whether the Jews
have a right to self-determination in this land. Their attitude is not necessarily
based on a nationalist ideology at all, but, first and foremost, on a religious
outlook that sees the Jews as a religious sect and not as a nation. Nevertheless,
the Islamic stream must still struggle with the practical ramifications of the
concept of a “Jewish state”—Jewish sovereignty in the form of a nation-state.
Therefore, and in pursuit of bettering the lot of Muslim citizens living as a
minority religious community in a nation-state in which most of the citizens
are not Muslim, each faction of the Islamic Movement has developed its own
way of dealing with the concept of a Jewish state. The extra-parliamentary
faction takes a dogmatic approach that almost completely ignores the state and
its institutions—a complete unwillingness to accept Jewish sovereignty over
land that is considered sacred to Islam. The faction’s leaders have developed
a detailed plan for autonomy that would establish a self-sufficient community
that lives according to the tenets of Muslim religious law. However, internal
and external difficulties seem to have prevented implementation of this idea.
By contrast, the parliamentary faction views the status of Muslims in Israel
as similar to that of Muslim communities elsewhere in the world, who live
as minority in countries with a non-Muslim majority. These communities’
experience in the West demonstrates that they can successfully adjust to
life in countries where the regime and lifestyle are not Muslim. Therefore,
somewhat paradoxically, the parliamentary faction has managed to overcome
the challenge posed by the Jewish state and find its place in Israeli politics.
Like Hadash, the members of the parliamentary faction of the Islamic
movement are committed to Israel’s current political structure. They accept
the Two-State Solution and advocate political activity in the Knesset, in the
belief that this is the best way to benefit the State’s Muslim citizens.

Although the rejection of the country’s definition as a Jewish state is
firmly entrenched among the main ideological streams in Israeli Arab society,
it is not sufficient to forge a common denominator that could serve as the
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basis for practical proposals to modify the character of the Israeli state. Ever
since the start of the peace process between Israel and the Palestinians in
the 1990s, Arab intellectuals and politicians in Israel have been working to
develop alternatives to the definition of Israel as a “Jewish and democratic
state.” They have discussed several possibilities for autonomy (cultural or
institutional, but not territorial), examined the idea ofa “state of all its citizens,”
and floated proposals for a binational solution (within the Green Line or in
the whole of Mandatory Palestine) as a counterweight to the traditional line,
“Two States for Two Peoples.” These initiatives were motivated by the sense
that even as the Palestinians in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip had taken
steps towards realizing their right to self-determination, the Arab minority
within Israel had made no similar progress. At the same time, the State’s
Zionist character was seen as obstructing the rights of the Arabs, as a national
and indigenous minority, to self-determination in their own land. Hence all
these models were meant to lead to partial or even full realization of the Arab
minority’s right to self-determination.

Despite the in-depth theoretical clarification, there has been no practical
progress to speak of. The internal discussions about institutional autonomy
have not generated proposals that are sufficiently coherent and accepted
within Arab society; proposals for cultural autonomy (e.g., in education) have
not received the blessing of the national authorities. Even the notion of a “state
of all its citizens” has failed to win a consensus within Arab society, because
some Arab political streams feel that it does not give sufficient expression
to the special character of the Arab citizens as a national collective. As for a
binational state, even its most ardent supporters are fully aware that it is not
practical, given the opposition to it by both the Jewish majority in Israel and
the Palestinian leadership in the territories. It is doubtful whether this idea has
strong support even within Arab society in general.

Indeed, unlike the positions taken by the Arab political and intellectual
elite in Israel, the attitudes of the Arab public at large tend to be more strongly
affected by the vicissitudes of time and changing political circumstances.
A number of public opinion polls have found that a consistent majority of
the Arab public in Israel holds a realistic attitude that accepts the situation
within which it lives. Though criticism of the State’s intention to enshrine
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itself as a “Jewish state” has gained a foothold in much of Arab society, this
same society has generally accepted the State’s current definition as “Jewish
and democratic.” In other words, Israeli Arab society accepts the Jews’ right
to self-determination in this land and accepts the state’s right to exist as an
independent country within the Green Line. It is also important to remember
that members of the Arab-Israeli stream who are represented by the Zionist
political parties avoid conflict with the State and the Jewish majority on
ideological issues and are not at all interested in modifying the current nature
of Israel as a Jewish nation-state.

The bottom line is that, with regard to Israel’s definition as a “Jewish
state,” the attitude of the Arab public is complex, not uniform or coherent,
and full of contradictions. The practical ramifications of the diversity of ideas
and positions here reinforce the current political structure within the Green
Line, in which an Arab minority co-exists with a Jewish majority. Although
this conclusion does not mean that Arab society in Israel is at peace with the
idea of a Jewish state, it does place the Arabs’ critical discourse about this
definition of Israel in the proper perspective.
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