DOES ISRAEL HAVE A LIBERAL-
DEMOCRATIC TRADITION?

Benyamin Neuberger

The central thesis of this paper is that Israel’s political culture is
mixed, and contains both democratic and non-democratic traditions. Liberal
democracy in Israel was built on religious opposition to arbitrary rule, on
pluralism in the Jewish tradition, on the practice of self-government in
the Jewish communities of the diaspora, on the quasi-federalism of the
Zionist movement, on the voluntarism of the Yishuv, and, finally, on the
liberal and social-democratic Weltanschauung of the founding fathers of
Zionism. On the other hand, the existing tendencies towards authoritari-
anism originated in the higher law tradition of religious Orthodoxy, in
the absence of civil rights as a basic value in the ideologies of all major
political camps, and in the oligarchical-secretive patterns of thought and
behavior imported from autocratic and revolutionary Eastern Europe.

The democratic ingredients of Israel’s political tradition contain
elements from ancient Judaism, the federal and representative practice
of the Jewish communities in the diaspora, the Zionist tradition, the
impact of the liberal-democratic West, and the influence of the great
secular ideologies of the nineteenth century — in particular, social
democracy and liberal nationalism.

Is the Jewish religion democratic? Certainly not — no religion is
democratic in the modern liberal sense. Nevertheless, there are demo-
cratic ingredients in the Old Testament. The idea of the covenant be-
tween God and the people puts a check on arbitrary rule. The king'’s au-
thority was limited by the law of God. Daniel Elazar sees similarities
between the Jewish idea of the covenant and liberal “social compact”
theories. “The word of the people is like the word of God,” says the
Bible, and one could deduce from this sentence the modern idea of
“government by the people.” Elazar also sees other democratic values
in traditional Judaism: in principle all Jews are equal and there is no
hierarchy of superiors and inferiors. Judaism knows no permanent elite
and no infallible ruler and all leadership is followed involuntarily.!

The Jewish tradition also cherishes the values of human dignity
and intellectual pluralism. Disagreements about the proper meaning of
God’s commandments have been legitimate. The debates between the
schools of Hillel and Shammai and among the Sages of Yavne are
examples of the basic agreement to disagree in the Jewish tradition.
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Nevertheless, it should be clear that traditional pluralism had its
limits — it was pluralism within the halakhah and did not include
the right to dispute the halakhah itself. Susser and Don-Yehiya may
be right that the Bible has been seen as “justifying every form of gov-
ernment from anarchism to theocracy to liberal democracy.”? Never-
theless, it is perfectly logical to assume that the democratic ingredi-
ents in the Jewish tradition had an impact on the founding fathers of
the State of Israel.

A good part of the explanation as to why the Zionist founding fa-
thers established democratic communities in Palestine in the early
twentieth century can be found in the diaspora’s tradition of self-gov-
ernment. Membership in the Jewish community was voluntary and a
basic “consent of the governed” characterized its structures of author-
ity. The typical Jewish community in the diaspora belonged to the
whole community and not to an autocratic leader or elite. The kehilla
(community) was, in principle, self-governing. The sovereign was the
kahal (public) and the center was the synagogue (house of the commu-
nity). The Jewish kehilla was often an autonomous unit within a hos-
tile environment (e.g., czarist Russia, medieval Germany, or Muslim
Yemen). It taxed itself and provided most essential services to the
community (education, welfare, internal justice, regulation of marriage
and divorce, religious facilities). One could say that the owner of the
community vis-a-vis its leaders was based on the known democratic
formula — “no taxation without representation.” Elazar enumerates
government by consent, participation, representation, and decentral-
ized decision-making as guiding principles of the typical kehilla.

The quasi-democratic structure of the kehilla was not confined to
European Jewry. Shlomo Dov Goitein reports that the Jewish communi-
ties in the Islamic world also emphasized the authority of the commu-
nity. Everyone in the community was free to oppose any appointment or
decision and the gaon (sage) who interpreted the law of God had to
consult his fellow sages. Goitein cites Maimonides saying that a
takkana (regulation) must be followed only by those who were present
when it was adopted and who agreed to support it.3 A takkana which
is impossible for the community to follow should not be imposed.

Menachem Alon has demonstrated that the traditional Jewish
community in the diaspora knew elections with the right to vote being
weighted differently for the wealthy and the common people* — just as
it was in England well into the nineteenth century. Shlomo Avineri has
noted that the autonomous Jewish communities, with their self-ap-
pointed leaders and internal self-government, resembled the au-
tonomous Calvinist and Puritan communities.> Both were ruled by the
people, not by an all-powerful church hierarchy. We know that most
older, established liberal democracies developed in Protestant lands,
while in Catholic countries like Spain or Italy the church was for
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many years a formidable obstacle to any democratization. The Jewish
autonomous kehilot bore a greater resemblance to self-governing
Protestant congregations than to hierarchical Catholic societies. This
historical fact helps to explain why the Zionists who came from the
quasi-democratic kehilot of the diaspora practiced democracy in the
newly-founded settlements in the Land of Israel. In their general as-
semblies and elected councils the first Zionist settlements in the late
nineteenth and twentieth centuries resembled the Jewish diaspora
communities.

In addition to the popular-egalitarian internal structure of each
kehilla it is also important to note the complete absence of any
centralized Jewish authority in Russian, Polish, Moroccan, or Egyptian
Jewry. The dispersal of the Jews prevented the growth of bureaucratic-
autocratic patterns of government. All communities were autonomous,
although they were often linked by federations such as the Council of
the Communities of Aragon (Spain) or the Council of the Four Lands
(Poland).® To the present day, diaspora communities are loose federa-
tions of autonomous Jewish communities. Thus, decentralized pluralism,
which is an important element in contemporary democratic theory and
practice, has deep roots in Jewish history. Elazar has shown that the
federal principle was also implemented in the World Zionist Organi-
zation (WZO) and in the Yishuv (Jewish community in Palestine)
where federations of kibbutzim and moshavim were founded. Even the
theocratic Agudat Yisrael has a quasi-federal structure based on the
leading rabbinical courts and yeshivot.

The political systems of the Jewish people in the diaspora had no
less democratic potential than the Protestant congregations of the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries. The Jews have known no infallible
pope, no centralized church, and no autocratic hierarchy. In addition,
the conditions of galut (exile) and the anti-Semitic policies of many
host governments which did not allow Jews to own land, prevented the
rise of an aristocracy and a land-owning class, which in many countries
became the sworn enemies of democracy and liberalism. Because of this
history, Israel could develop its democracy without facing the opposi-
tion of an autocratic monarchy, a centralized church, and feudal land-
lords.

Louis Hartz developed the theory that in countries of immigration,
the political system will reflect the political culture and traditions of
the countries of origin.” Immigrants from liberal Britain developed lib-
eral democracies in the United States, Canada, Australia, and New
Zealand. Immigrants from autocratic Spain and Portugal, reflecting the
political culture of the Iberian peninsula, established petty dictator-
ships in Latin America. Israel is an exception. Over 90 percent of its
population came from non-democratic environments, whether Eastern
European (Russia, Poland, Romania, Hungary) or Middle Eastern/
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North African (Morocco, Libya, Egypt, Iraq, Iran, Yemen). Very few
came from the democratic West. They established a democracy in spite
of their countries of origin because the Jewish kehilla from which they
came was a tiny quasi-democratic island within an autocratic state.

Western liberal-democrati¢ traditions also had an impact on the
development of the Israeli polity. Leading Zionists in Russia were re-
pelled by czarist autocracy and anti-Semitism and later by communist
repression. The same is true for Zionists in the petty dictatorships of
Poland, Hungary, and Romania. Their hostility to their host govern-
ments opened their minds and hearts to the liberal-democratic ideas of
the West. Some of the Zionist founding fathers were directly exposed
to Western democracies. As a correspondent in France during the Drey-
fuss trial, the founder of the Zionist movement, Theodor Herzl, wit-
nessed the struggle between French liberals and the anti-democratic
right. Chaim Weizmann, Israel’s first president, spent many years in
Great Britain and became an admirer of British democracy. David Ben-
Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister (1948-1953, 1955-1963), and
Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, Israel’s second president (1952-1963), were exiled by
the Turks in World War I to the United States and saw America’s
working democracy. Jabotinsky was a product of European liberal na-
tionalism. He defined himself as a “typical liberal who hates any po-
lice state.” As a liberal he feared the tyranny of the majority, stressed
the need to respect basic freedoms, and supported a secular state based
on separation of religion and state.® American and British Zionists,
whose Weltanschauung reflected the Anglo-American liberal-demo-
cratic tradition, also had an impact on the Zionist movement.

Thus, from the beginning, the Zionist movement and the Yishuv in
Palestine adopted democratic structures and procedures. Since its
inception in 1897, the Zionist movement had been a loosely organized
federation with lively multi-party competition and complete freedom
of expression. Representation in the Zionist Congresses was based on
proportional representation because that was the only way for a
voluntary movement without means of coercion to attract members and
followers. Many aspects of Zionist democracy can be observed in Israel
today — from the proportional electoral system and the intense parti-
san fragmentation to coalition government and procedural rules in the
Israeli Knesset. The new Yishuv was based on the free will of the re-
turning Jews and in such a society it was almost impossible to impose an
authoritarian regime. The need for participatory democracy in the new
moshavot, kibbutzim, and moshavim was more than natural because no
one would have voluntarily made all the sacrifices without insisting
on the right to voice his opinions, to vote, and to be elected. In the
Yishuv, since the beginning of modern Zionist settlement in 1870, all
communities have indeed had a basic democratic character. In 1903,
the first territorial Knessiyyah (representative congress) convened in
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Zichron Ya’acov. From 1920 on, the Jewish community was governed in
all internal matters by an elected assembly whose parliamentary ma-
jority elected a governing National Council.

Indirectly, the fact that Palestine was a British Mandate from
1922 to 1948 had a liberal-democratic impact on the Yishuv. Not that
the Mandatory Government was elected or democratic. It was for all
intents and purposes a colonial government. But in retrospect one has to
concede that it was a relatively liberal form of colonial rule, which
granted the Jewish community a large measure of autonomy, allowed
free political activity, and respected basic freedoms. British rule
helped to socialize the Jewish “natives” to a Western-type democracy.
More than that: because the fate of the Zionist dream was dependent
on what Britain would do and decide, the Zionist leadership followed
British politics closely — its elections, parliamentary debates,
parties, pressure groups, and free press. In the process, many Yishuv
leaders became, consciously or unconsciously, admirers of the British
system of government. Ben-Gurion was a prime example: after the
founding of the state in 1948 he attempted to introduce many aspects of
British democracy — the British electoral system, the cabinet system,
the principle of collective responsibility, the two-party system, and a
British-style, professional, non-political army. He always used the
argument that what was good for British democracy — which he
regarded as second to none — must be good for the State of Israel.

We may say that the basic principles of the Israeli polity as re-
flected in Israel’s liberal-democratic Declaration of Independence had
roots mainly in the Jewish communal tradition and in the impact of the
liberal-democratic West on the Israeli political and intellectual elite.

Non-Democratic Traditions

Most Israeli parties belong to three major Lager (camps) — the
“right,” the “left,” and the Orthodox. The history, traditions, and
value systems of all three camps contain democratic and non-demo-
cratic ingredients. In each camp there were parties with varying de-
grees of authoritarianism and commitment to liberal democracy. In the
Labor camp (the “left”), the centrist Mapai was more social democratic
than the left-socialist Mapam. In the camp of the right, the conserva-
tive General Zionists (today’s Liberals in the Likud) were more West-
ern-democratic than the nationalist Herut (today the major component
of the Likud). In the Orthodox camp, the National Religious Party was
always more compromising and pragmatic than the theocratic Agudat
Yisrael.

A good part of the Orthodox Weltanschauung is not compatible
with liberal democracy. While there is a populist-democratic
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ingredient in the concept of the kehilla which assigns political au-
thority to the public, there is no place in this concept for liberal indi-
vidual rights. The community has the right to impose its code of morals
on every individual. In the name of its “general will” it has the right
to ostracize dissidents. The idea that the community has the right to
impose its code of morals and conduct on every member of society was
also part of early Calvinist and Puritan traditions. The major differ-
ence between the U.S. and Israel is that in the U.S. the Christian
Protestant congregations gave up their claims and power to impose
their morality by force of law on a heterogeneous society, while in Is-
rael the Orthodox parties see nothing wrong with imposing their be-
liefs and rules via the authority of the state on believers and non-be-
lievers alike. Liebman and Don-Yehiya have no doubt that a party
like the ultra-Orthodox Agudat Yisrael would impose the halakhah
on the whole population in all walks of life.® Schiff quotes the late
Agudat Yisrael leader Jacob Breuer who demanded that Orthodox
Shabbat laws be imposed on all individuals regardless of their
secularity or orthodoxy.!® Liebman and Don-Yehiya even question
whether the pragmatic National Religious Party would not have vio-
lated liberal freedoms severely if they had had a majority in the
country. In matters of marriage and divorce, the Orthodox parties have
already institutionalized a good measure of religious coercion.

The Orthodox tradition also conflicts in other ways with the basic
tenets of liberal democracy. The Orthodox camp sees religious law as
the highest authority, higher than any man-made law or constitution.
The “higher law” tradition has a democratic aspect in that it prevents
arbitrary autocracy and limits the powers of government. But, as Susser
and Don-Yehiya have pointed out, it is contrary to the people’s politi-
cal sovereignty on which every liberal democracy is based. They call
the Orthodox position “absolutism of law.”! Elazar says that for the
Orthodox, “God is the sovereign of the Jewish people and His author-
ity is ultimate and unchallengeable.!? Goitein talks about “democracy
bound by divine law,” meaning there were certain tenets, injunctions
and practices which could not be questioned because they were laid
down in the Torah or the Talmud.!® This religious democracy has no
human law-makers and is thus poles apart from Western liberal
democracy.

The Orthodox parties in Israel rejected the establishment of a
written constitution. They argued that in the Torah the Jewish people
have a constitution. They rejected any notion that a secular constitution
could replace the Torah. The Constituent Assembly, elected in January
1949 to write a constitution for the newly-born State of Israel, trans-
formed itself into a regular parliament because of Orthodox opposition
to a liberal-democratic constitution. It is very likely that a liberal
constitution would have challenged the constitutionality of important
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aspects of religious law, especially in matters of marriage and di-
vorce. For that reason, the ultra-Orthodox Agudat Yisrael declared
bluntly that it would encourage its followers to break any secular law
that would oblige Orthodox Yeshiva students or Orthodox women to
serve in the army.

The Orthodox-nationalist Gush Emunim declared that, by the Law
of God, Judea, Samaria, and the Gaza Strip were an integral part of Is-
rael and that they would accept no democratic decision to the contrary
by an elected government because nobody had the authority to undo the
word of God. Liebman and Don-Yehiya call Gush Emunim and Agudat
Yisrael a “potential threat to Israel’s democratic order.” They main-
tain that “the parallel between Agudat Yisrael and Gush Emunim is
that regardless of their different political styles and goals, both
groups deny that society itself is a source of supreme authority and that
the voting public can legitimately determine fundamental social policy
and appropriate values.!> The same is even more true of Rabbi Ka-
hana’s Orthodox-fascist Kach party.

Three of Israel’s Orthodox parties represented in parliament —
Agudat Yisrael, Degel HaTorah, and Shas (Sephardi Torah Guard-
ians) — even subordinate their parliamentary representatives to rab-
binical authorities: the Council of Torah Greats and the Council of
Torah Sages. Subject to religious law and religious authorities, these
parties have to be regarded as full-fledged theocratic parties.

In one additional aspect the Orthodox Weltanschauung conflicts
with the prescriptions for a liberal-democratic state. In a Western
democracy, the Christian doctrine of the Two Swords is implemented in
a way that the state does not enforce religious laws. Thus, freedom of
religion and from religion is protected. Traditional Judaism has not
known a clear distinction between politics and religion. The Jewish
monarchs or the council of a kehilla decided in both religious and secu-
lar matters because they were religious and political authorities at the
same time. Thus, in principle, Jewish Orthodoxy does not recognize the
autonomy and certainly not the supremacy of liberal-democratic gov-
ernments, constitutions, and laws. According to the Orthodox parties’
point of view, the government has every right to impose religious rules
on all the people. This view is entirely incompatible with the values
and practices of liberal democracy.’

The attitude of the Labor camp toward liberal democracy was also
problematic, although by the 1960s the left had developed a strong
commitment to liberal democracy. In the past, things looked different.
Liebman and Don-Yehiya have enumerated the basic values of the La-
bor camp as being halutziut (pioneering), labor, redemption of the land,
equality, asceticism, military heroism, nationalism, class conscious-
ness, denial of galut (exile), and the creation of a “New Jew.”1¢ Liberal
democracy is not mentioned as a basic value because, for the early
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socialist Zionists, the establishment of a democracy was clearly
subordinate to the fulfillment of the Zionist idea. Yonathan Shapiro
quotes one of the intellectual leaders of the Labor movement as saying
in 1951 that “democracy is an ambiguous concept and mooted in a dif-
ferent world.”!” Berl Katzenelson, the dominant Labor leader in the
1920s and 1930s, said bluntly that “our goal is aliyah (immigration)
and settlement...and not pure democracy without them.”18 He differen-
tiated between “material democracy,” which is fulfillment of the
Zionist goals, and “formal democracy,” which devotes too much time
and energy to “Geschiftsordnung” and “Generaldebatte.”?

David Ben-Gurion, Katzenelson’s successor as leader of Mapai in
the 1940s and 1950s, also emphasized that “democratic slogans” should
not stand in the way of what has to be done.? While Katzenelson and
Ben-Gurion accepted basic principles of liberal democracy in the 1930s
and 1940s, their remarks clearly show doubts about the effectiveness of
democratic government. While the mainstream socialist and dominant
Mapai gradually accepted the rules and values of parliamentary
democracy, in the leftist socialist Hashomer Hatzair (today’s Mapam)
there were strong forces who preferred a “dictatorship of the prole-
tariat” to any “false” and “bourgeois” democracy which “exploits” the
working class.?! That parliamentary multi-party democracy was not
something natural to the Labor leaders of the 1920s can also be deduced
from statements of Ahdut Ha’avoda leaders in the 1920s opposing a
competitive party system and union pluralism.22 Ben-Gurion wanted
one union (the Histadrut, founded in 1920) and one party (Ahdut
Ha’avoda, which means unity of labor). It was called an “association”
to reflect the opposition to the very concept of a “party” representing
only “parts” of the population.

The collectivism of the early socialist-Zionist parties was also in-
compatible with the liberal-democratic tradition. For the Zionist left,
the collective — whether the “people” or the “working class” — was
the supreme value to which individual rights were definitely subordi-
nate. In the leftist socialist Kibbutz Ha’artzi and in Mapam, the illib-
eral principles of “ideological collectivism” and “democratic central-
ism” were practiced. These principles dictated that ideological mi-
norities in the kibbutzim were prohibited from engaging in political
activities outside the kibbutz or from participating in political meet-
ings in the kibbutz. Until late into the 1950s, dissidents were usually
pushed out of the kibbutz or, if they had enough support, the kibbutz
would split. The collective also very much determined what dresses,
dances, and views were proper for a “good socialist” and what had to
be condemned as “bourgeois” and “reactionary.” The general meeting of
the kibbutz often discussed the most personal and intimate matters of
its members.

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.72.230 on Sun, 2 Dec 2012 05:50:35 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions




Does Israel Have a Liberal-Democratic Tradition? 93

In the Labor camp of the Yishuv, one could hear much talk about
the “general will,” represented by the Histadrut, or the “movement.”
This implied that the non-labor forces were of dubious legitimacy be-
cause they were opposed by the “general will.” Ben-Gurion associated
the majority with the volonté générale. Ben-Gurion’s views that the
majority represent the “true” will of the people was very common. For-
mer Knesset Speaker Yisrael Yishayahu even characterized democracy
as “dictatorship of the majority.”?

This Jacobin or “Bolshevik” concept of democracy (Lenin defined
majority rule as a “democratic dictatorship”) was different from lib-
eral democracy which stressed individual rights and feared the
“tyranny of the majority.” In the rhetoric and practice of the Zionist
left there was a deep suspicion of “egoistic individualism,” “voluntary
anarchism,” and an “atomist society.”?* Individualism was seen as op-
posed to the “general will,” the “common good,” or the “movement.”
Sometimes the Jacobin elements of socialist Zionism stressing “unity”
and the “people’s will” or the Bolshevik traditions which empha-
sized party hierarchy and discipline were stronger than the liberal
ingredients which emphasized individual rights. Mapam leader Meir
Ya’ari has openly admitted that in the past his party had been intol-
erant and that it had suppressed the freedoms of thought and speech in
its settlements.?> The ambivalent attitude toward individual rights is
the reason why Yonathan Shapiro finds it necessary to differentiate
between the Israeli tradition of “formal democracy” which accepts
elections and majority rule, and Western “liberal democracy” which
emphasizes individual rights and freedoms.2

Another ingredient of socialist Zionist ideology which was prob-
lematic from a democratic point of view was its elitist self-perception.
The Labor Zionists were clearly under the influence of Russia’s revolu-
tionary socialism and especially of Lenin’s What is to be Done. The
concept of the revolutionary avant-garde appeared in much of the so-
cialist Zionist writings from the early twentieth century to the 1950s.
The concept of the halutz (pioneer), the socialist Zionist who returns to
the land and agricultural labor and who joins a collectivist, egalitar-
ian, and idealistic settlement, inevitably led to a certain paternalism
toward the industrial working class or the “bourgeois” middle classes
in the cities. The notion that the halutzim, the socialist Zionists, the
revolutionary “avant-garde,” and not necessarily the formal-technical
majority, must show the way was deeply rooted in the Zionist Labor
movement. In Mapai, the talk about the “avant-garde” was mitigated
by pragmatic electoral politics, but Hashomer Hatzair of the 1920s and
the 1930s saw itself as an “elective community” and a “Jewish order”
along the Leninist “vanguard” model. It may come as a surprise that
the “heroic” elitism of the left created some meeting points with the
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elitist-heroic ideologies of the European right. Margalit, the historian
of Hashomer Hatzair, reports that in the 1920s, Carlyle, Nietzsche,
and Ibsen were popular reading in the left corner of socialist Zionism.?”

That socialist Zionism was influenced by Russian revolutionary so-
cialism can be seen from the attitude towards the Soviet Union. Mapam
saw in the Soviet Union a “second homeland” well into the 1950s. Only
the revelation of Stalin’s crimes in 1956 led to a complete break with
the Soviet Union. In the 1920s, the mainstream Ahdut Ha’avoda was
also strongly influenced by the October Revolution, but by the 1930s its
successor (Mapai) became disillusioned with “class struggle,”
“revolution,” “dictatorship of the proletariat,” and the Soviet Union.
While Mapai abandoned any Bolshevik revolutionary ideology long
before the State of Israel was founded, illiberal attitudes and modes of
behavior lingered on in Mapai well into the 1950s. Mapai continued to
be influenced by the theory and practice of Eastern European revolu-
tionary socialism.

In the 1920s talks about the need for a “disciplined Labor army
which will order and manage all labor” was not uncommon in the Labor
camp.2® This military-revolutionary language (“labor army,” “labor
battalions”) was quite similar to the language used by Engels, Lenin,
and other revolutionary socialists. Although there was no explicit oli-
garchic anti-democratic ideology, and although there was much ideo-
logical agreement in Ahdut Ha’avoda, Mapai or Mapam, the parties
of the Labor camp were highly centralized, bureaucratized, and oli-
garchic. In Mapam there were periods when the leader was
“approved” by acclamation. (For about fifty years Mapam was led by
the same leaders — Meir Ya’ari and Ya'acov Hazan.) In Mapai, open
internal electoral contests to high office were unknown. In the Labor
party, which succeeded Mapai in 1968, the first contest for leadership
was held in 1974 when Rabin and Peres competed for the prime minis-
tership. Until then leaders were selected by informal consultations
among the party elite and then “approved” by the formal party insti-
tutions. The same “voting” procedures were common in unions, party
branches, and kibbutzim. Until the 1984 elections, candidates to be
presented by the party in Knesset elections were very often selected by
small informal committees and not by intra-party democratic contests.
Nathan Yanai has called the system which accepts free debate, the
majority principle, and democratic “approval” of all appointments but
disdains democratic competition for office, the “system of democratic
approval,” as distinguished from the Western-style “system of demo-
cratic choice,” where rank and. file party members and the formal
party institutions are faced with real competition and real choice.??

The third political force, whose past political traditions contain a
good measure of authoritarianism, is the nationalist right. (The camp
of the right as a whole consists of the nationalist right and the
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socioeconomic conservative right.) Its main representatives in the
Yishuv period were the Revisionist party and the Irgun Zvai Leumi
(National Military Organization). Both combined after 1948 to estab-
lish the Herut party which has been the core of the nationalist right
since 1948 and which today constitutes the main component of the
Likud.

The tradition of the nationalist right saw the state as a supreme
and “holy” value and the nation as an “organic” whole. The “organic”
view of the nation led to a deep suspicion of pluralism, multi-party
competition, and individual rights. Spokesmen of the nationalist right
were always quick to denounce their political rivals as traitors. Indi-
viduals were seen as parts of a whole nation “body” rather than as au-
tonomous citizens bound by the liberal idea of the social contract. The
Revisionists stressed military values, heroism, order, discipline, and
power. Basically, they believed in the power of the gun to decide in-
ternational conflicts and ridiculed liberals and socialists who tried to
infuse morality into politics.

The symbol of the National Military Organization in the 1930s and
1940s was a gun on a map of the Land of Israel (on both sides of the Jor-
dan River) and the attached slogan Rak Kach (Only Thus). From this
source stems the name of Rabbi Kahana’s party, Kach (Thus). In the
1930s and 1940s the National Military Organization (IZL) and its off-
shoot, the Fighters for the Freedom of Israel (Lehi), refused to accept
any directives from the elected institutions of the Yishuv. They re-
garded the parties of the left and center as collaborators with the
British and traitors to the Zionist cause. They denied the legitimacy of
the autonomous Yishuv democracy and therefore refused to participate
in elections and accept the verdict of the electorate. In the 1920s some
Revisionist leaders were even admirers of Fascist Italy. One of their
leading intellectuals at that time, Abba Ahimeir, wrote a regular
newspaper column called “From the notes of a fascist.” Typical of his
attitude was the view that “Judaism did not stand for freedom of
speech, but for discipline.”30

For many years the principle of undisputed leadership ruled in the
Herut party. Menachem Begin was the leader of Herut from its
foundation in 1948 to 1983. He was called the “Commander” and all
opposition to his rule was crushed by the “fighting family,” as the Ir-
gun/Herut elite was called. Only with Begin’s resignation in 1983 did
electoral competition for leadership within the party become legiti-
mate. Since then, Herut has seen several such contests between Yitzhak
Shamir, David Levy, and Ariel Sharon. The Revisionists also talked
in the pre-state period about a “corporate economy,” the need to outlaw
strikes, and compulsory arbitration in labor disputes.

The Revisionist adoration of the state, its scorn for its political ri-
vals, and its readiness to resort to violence were obviously incompatible
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with the concept of a liberal democracy. Nevertheless, after 1948, Re-
visionism made its peace with parliamentary democracy, free elec-
tions, the rule of law, and the need for tolerance.

It has been a major thesis of this essay that Israel’s political
tradition is a mix of democratic and non-democratic traditions because
its major components such as the Jewish religion and the Judaic histori-
cal traditions, but also the modern ideologies of socialism and nation-
alism, contain both liberal-democratic and authoritarian elements.
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