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Introduction

Yedidia Z. Stern

At times, it seems as if the key concepts that form the fabric of life in
Israel have been overshadowed by the rampant discord in our society.
Democracy, human rights, and the rule of law are viewed by many as
the exclusive agenda of the liberal Left, while Judaism, religion, and

nationality are considered the province of the conservative Right.

But we must avoid taking this perception too far: important bridges
connect both sides of the divide. Neither camp can claim ownership of
any of these concepts, nor can they disclaim responsibility for them.
And yet, it would be fair to state that each of these constructs can be

associated primarily with one of the camps. An Israeli tragedy.

iii
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Mamlachtiyut in the 21°* Century

Against this backdrop, the concept of mamlachtiyut (loosely translated
as statism, or the primacy of the state and its interests over sectorial or
personal interests) stands in splendid isolation: It is not seen, at present,
as “belonging” to either of the camps. It has not (yet?) been tainted by
the polemic that divides us, has not been coopted by any group, and has
not been excluded from any others. It is an abstract concept espoused by
virtually all Israelis—Right and Left, Jew and Arab. Apparently, this is one

of the last virtues remaining to us as a common denominator.

But what does mamlachtiyut actually mean? What form of behavior
flows from it in different spheres of life? Are there limits to its frame of

reference, or is it open to individual interpretation?

Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, coined the term
mamlachtiyut—a unique, localized concept—even before the founding
of the state, and used it frequently with his contemporaries in the
crucial years of the country’s rebirth. Under the banner of mamlachtiyut,
Jewish communities were gathered from Exile, public institutions were
established, a normative system was created, and an awareness of
citizenship was instilled. Diaspora sectarianism, the lack of a democratic
tradition, cultural differences, and religious disputes all posed a genuine
threat to the founding generation’s ability to realize its historic destiny.
Ben-Gurion’s mamlachtiyut was capable of turning the distinct streams

into a mighty river, the separate fingers into one fist, ready for any task.

As a result, we experience mamlachtiyut to this day as tied to key aspects
of our lives: education, the army, health, rituals, and so on. Ostensibly, we
were able to understand the concept by observing the way it was shaped
by the founding generation. But with the passage of over seventy years,
reality has changed: The population has grown and diversified, and past

challenges have been replaced, in part, by new ones. Every generation
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and its own perceptions. Given the above, should the meaning ascribed

to mamlachtiyut today be different from Ben-Gurion’s interpretation?

As described in the Bible, when the Children of Israel were wandering
through the desert they were sustained by a miraculous food, known as
manna, which came down from the heavens. It is said that each person
found in it the taste they desired. So too with mamlachtiyut: Each person
infuses it with different values, perceptions, principles, and content
in accordance with their wants and needs. Attempts to pinpoint the
application of the concept in our public life, and the interpretations

conferred on it,lead us to a patchwork quilt of varied thoughts and ideas.

But the value of the concept—as a useful prism through which to assess
Israeli reality, and a criterion for action in various fields—depends on the
content we invest it with. Ambiguity, in this case, is not constructive; it
renders the notion meaningless, or worse still, turns it into a refuge for

the unprincipled, who act as they see fit in the name of mamlachtiyut.

Recognizing the centrality of the concept in Israeli discourse, and the
danger of degrading it into a hollow slogan, we have taken it upon
ourselves to enlist a series of scholars of the first rank to examine the
implications of mamlachtiyut, with the aim of presenting a concrete

doctrine that can be incorporated into practical models.

In the volume before you are seven articles that seek to explain the
concept in general, to clarify the need for mamlachtiyut, and to examine

its implementability in the 21st century.

Each of the first three articles offers a concrete, distinct interpretation
of the term in keeping with the authors’ individual understanding, yet
what they have in common is the notion that mamlachtiyut has value

for our generation. The next two articles do not propose a specific

v
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explanation, highlighting instead the diversity of opinions surrounding
the term and the principles intrinsic to it. However, they arrive at
contrary conclusions: The fourth article infers from this that the very use
of the term is erroneous and even damaging, whereas the fifth points to
the importance of continuing the debate despite the lack of consensus as
to the meaning of mamlachtiyut. The sixth piece describes how current
Israeli law employs the term as a matter of fact. And the final article
presents a pragmatic vision for the State of Israel, placing the challenges

that confront us squarely on the agenda.
More specifically:

The first article, by Yedidia Stern, proposes investing mamlachtiyut with
a new meaning, more applicable to current Israeli challenges. During the
founding years, the goal of mamlachtiyut was to promote the transition
from a “yishuv” (the pre-State Jewish community in Palestine) to a state
by weakening the rival movements, centralizing power, and transferring
it to the state. Today, there is a strong awareness of sovereignty, and
the sectors do not pose a direct threat to government authority. But
factionalism continues to cast a heavy shadow on Israeli society as a
breeding ground and catalyst for divisions between identities—schisms

with the potential to undermine our national resilience.

In Stern’s view, mamlachti (the adjective form of mamlachtiyut) behavior
seeks not to reconcile differences between identities or to decide matters
one way or the other, but to make it possible to conduct the debate in an
appropriate manner that does not diminish social solidarity by means of
a second-order action; in other words, it regulates public life in all areas,
assuming the existence of differences and not muzzling them. The intent
is to set limits and impose checks on all who operate in the public sphere,
taking into account the impact of these measures on community life as a

whole. The article identifies those who are suited to shoulder the burden
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of conducting themselves in a mamlachti way, and the substance of this

burden in various circumstances.

In essence, Stern’s article outlines a set of basic principles of mamlachti
behavior in two different contexts —identity discourse focused on social
values, and a discourse of rights at the institutional/governmental
level —analyzing the current crisis in Israeli life in each of these areas.
Likewise, the article examines how mamlachti conduct can advance a
culture of debate that enriches society and bolsters the country’s national

resilience.

The second article, by Nir Kedar, expounds on mamlachtiyut as a set
of political concepts that address the connection between individual
freedom and maintaining a developed public space and institutions
that reflect the common good. The article explains mamlachtiyut via
the political theory of republicanism, which emphasizes the importance
of the public interest to a free, egalitarian, and meaningful life for the
individual. This approach seeks to cultivate public life and protect the
common good from being taken over by interest groups or particularist

identities.

Kedar notes that the call for mamlachtiyut is directed not only at the
state’s institutions, its leaders, and its civil servants, who are required
to act in the public interest in a fair and universal manner, but also at
individual citizens. The latter are expected to be actively engaged in
shaping publiclife and taking responsibility for fostering civic awareness

that recognizes the priority of the public good.

In his opinion, the recent revival of mamlachtiyut in Israel is a response
to feelings of fear and alienation and to the damage to social solidarity
stemming from growing economic disparity and sectoral politics,

which exacerbate the polarization and sense of divisiveness. Conversely,
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mamlachtiyut serves as an educational tool that represents both a
particular interest—the sovereign nation-state of the Jews—and a
universal one—the state’s obligation to act fairly, in a way that does not

arbitrarily infringe on individual freedom or discriminate.

Inthe third article, Mordecai Kremnitzer and Niv Vrubel propose viewing
mamlachtiyut as “Israeli-style political/civil nationalism.” In addition to
Israel’s being a Jewish and democratic state, mamlachtiyut expresses the
fact that it is also a state of all its citizens. Ben-Gurion pursued a Jewish-
particularist ideal, whereas the authors of the article hold that what we
now need is a civil, all-embracing mamlachtiyut comprising solidarity
between citizens; tolerant, pluralistic attitudes toward “the other”;
upholding of human and civil rights; limits to government intervention
in the public/civil sphere; and a neutral stance regarding ideological
and political worldviews in Israeli society. Civil mamlachtiyut does not
negate Israel’s character as the nation-state of the Jewish people but
aims to prevent the Jewishness of the state from granting preeminence

to Jewish citizens over others.

In the second section of their article, Kremnitzer and Vrubel discuss the
problems confronting Israeli mamlachtiyut: theoretical challenges, such
as the danger of statism and of identifying the interests of a particular
group with those of the general public; and practical challenges, such
as the growth of sectoral parties, identity-based educational streams,
the attack on the courts, and so forth. They conclude the article with a
proposal to change International Human Rights Day to a day celebrating

Israeli mamlachtiyut.

The fourth article, by Danny Statman, questions the usefulness of the
term mamlachtiyut in advancing Israeli society. As he demonstrates, the
term covers a very wide range of principles, values, and expectations,

some of them contradictory, such that its meaning has become abstruse



Introduction

and is no longer clear-cut. Mamlachtiyut, in his view, has become all-
encompassing; it is more like a code of ethics or the title of a list of

requirements, and does not refer to a precise value or obligation.

In light of these difficulties, it is necessary, in his opinion, to adopt
a limited interpretation of the concept, namely, recognition of the
supremacy of the state and the common good over particular bodies or
interests. Stated otherwise, the most useful meaning of the concept is
in fact as an ethical-political principle; but its application is not always
self-evident, making it problematic. The use of the term can even be
damaging when it is employed to deconstruct processes in Israeli society,

whether by factual or normative analysis.

The fifth article, written by Dan Avnon, also indicates the difficulty of
formulating value-based criteria for mamlachtiyut that will be agreed-
upon and binding. According to him, the term is inherently contentious,
and the dispute surrounding it stems from its very nature. Through
a series of examples of how the term has been used in Israel in recent
years, he shows that the debate over the meaning of the concept reflects
differences of opinion concerning the core principles of the state and
government in Israel. Moreover, there is also a linguistic difficulty, since
mamlachtiyut in Hebrew has become a common descriptive label that at

times is unrelated to values.

Despite this, Avnon believes that it is important to continue discussing
mamlachtiyut as a formative concept in Israel’s political lexicon. It
conveys ethical/moral authority over a hierarchy of political values,
outranking such others as statehood and governance. For this reason, the
debate over mamlachtiyut is appropriate, and even welcome. It can refine
the positions on all sides and strengthen the plurality of values that must
serve as the foundation of Israel’s government. Underlying the modern

term of mamlachtiyut, Avnon maintains, is “an ancient expression

ix
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signifying sovereignty in the sense of the Kingdom [mamlacha] of Israel
and the values of the Bible” —in his words, “an alternative interpretation

that will create additional points of contention.”

The sixth article in the volume, by Edna Harel Fisher and Omzri Ben-
Zvi, surveys the positive use of the term mamlachtiyut in Israeli law.
They present a rich sampling of references to the term in law and legal
rulings, involving specific institutions (the president of the state, Council
for Higher Education, Broadcasting Authority, Israel Security Agency
(GSS), Attorney General, and more) as well as actions in the realm of
public law (utilizing public assets, awarding the Israel Prize, invoking the
authority of Knesset committees, etc.). Flowing from these are a range of

obligations imposed on different government bodies.

Israeli law endows the term mamlachtiyut with normative power and
practical—not merely rhetorical—significance. The authors posit a
notion of order whereby mamlachtiyut is a legal principle concerned
with the state’s obligation and responsibility to maintain both a shared
social identity and an institutional framework. The latter forms the basis
of a government whose purpose is to ensure that the country is run in
accordance with the principles of the Declaration of Independence and

the definition of Israel as a Jewish and democratic state.

Harel Fisher and Ben-Zvi suggest that mamlachtiyut is not synonymous
with nationalism (in that it does not relate specifically to a nationality)
or with citizenship (as it does not deal with rights or status); rather,
it is a legal expression of nationhood. It refers to the obligation of the
government to create a sense of cohesiveness, solidarity, and belonging
among all its citizens, on the basis of values, principles, and institutions
that reflect the foundation of the state’s power, without having to

relinquish the other components of their identity.
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The article that completes the collection is part of a longer text authored
by the late Ruth Gavison at the request of Israel’s Minister of Justice.
Here, she shares her vision for the state, consisting of three key elements:
(1) Israel is a democratic state in the sense that the people are sovereign;
(2) It respects the human rights of all its residents; (3) It is also the state
framework that enables Jews to exercise their right to self-determination

and political, cultural, and religious independence.

In Gavison'’s opinion, we are faced with two major challenges: one, civil
solidarity, which is intended to enable meaningful participation in the
state for all citizens, without regard to religion or nationality, although
the state is not fully “neutral” or “civil”’; and two, Jewish cohesiveness
(in Israel and the Diaspora), which entails maintaining the sense of
partnership among all Jews despite the profound internal dispute over
the meaning and implications of the state’s vision. Gavison did not
intend the article specifically for this collection, but after her passing we
received permission to include it. Although it does not deal directly with
mamlachtiyut, it rounds out our treatment of the subject by presenting
a position that can serve as a moral compass for those who aspire to

consolidate mamlachtiyut in Israel in the coming generation.

In this volume, the notion of mamlachtiyut is explored by scholars
from a range of disciplines, among them law, history, philosophy, and
political science. This editorial decision underscores the difficulty of
understanding the concept, as well as its inherent diversity. Yet, in my
opinion, this should not deter us, owing to its great importance and
the potential benefit to be derived from its judicious and responsible
application. This collection represents the start of a discussion—the
setting of guideposts, as it were—for grappling with this elusive topic in

future.

xi
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