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Abstract

Haredi literature and the Haredi press have been criticizing Israeli
democracy for several decades. Some of their claims address
democracy in principle: sovereignty of the people, the fundamental
values of democracy—especially freedom, but also equality and
the public’s ability to decide fateful issues. Other claims are of a
more concrete nature, seeking to demonstrate that the principles of
democracy are applied selectively in the State of Israel, according
to the interests and even the whims of its “knights of democracy”—
the liberal and secular left. These claims share a common underlying
assumption and fundamental premise: Democracy is perceived as
a tool that is manipulated and misused by the ruling elites. Pointed
attacks on Israel’s system of government are expressed constantly
from influential platforms in the Haredi world.

The Haredim themselves almost never attempt to present their
position to the secular or national religious public. They do not fear
slaughtering the sacred cows of secular Israel, yet are apprehensive
about doing so right before the eyes of those who “worship” those cows.
Consequently, Haredi “external” discourse is often characterized by
an apologetic tone that attempts to convince the listener on the basis
of his own biases. The examination of the Haredi “internal” discourse
opens, therefore, a window to claims that usually do not reach the non-
Haredi readers, even though they are aimed at them. The extensive
and concentrated presentation of Haredi criticism of democracy
confronts the reader with its internal logic, one based on premises
alien to the listener’s world, but cogent nevertheless. The multiplicity
of its claims exerts a cumulative effect, clarifying an alternative
thinking system existing both within and without Israeli society.
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Trembling at the Word of the People: Haredi Critique of Israeli Democracy

The sharp critiques expressed by Haredi spokespersons may lead
some to fear that the Haredi public constitutes a threat to democracy.
The book rules out this option. Haredim do not want to replace the
existing political system in Israel, nor do they offer any real alternative
to it. To a great extent, they too have internalized the current style of
government and could not imagine life in a non-democratic political
system. Criticism of democracy is simply part of the counterculture
role that Haredi Judaism has assumed. It is precisely for this reason
that some of its claims (although not all of them) should be taken
seriously. They elucidate not only the nature of the social sector in
which they originate—whose representation in the Israeli polity is
rising steadily—but also they represent serious criticism that places
a mirror before Israeli democracy and raises points for examination
and rectification.
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