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Abstract

In the eighth decade of the State of Israel, the encounter between haredi
society and the rest of the citizenry has become a central, vital issue
for Israeli society. The ramifications of this encounter are evident in all
the major arenas of the public agenda: politics, society, the economy,
education, the media, and culture. This encounter has extensive, profound
implications for the national resilience of the State of Israel, and some
people maintain that Israel’s future and socioeconomic strength depend

on its outcome.

The citizenship of most haredi women and men in Israel can be viewed
as “thin citizenship” —instrumental and minimal. They contribute to
only a limited extent to the Israeli economy and society, and even less
to military or other national service. The general public does not regard
haredim as full partners in the collective Zionist ethos; rather, they are
generally thought of as outside observers who enjoy the advantages of

the Israeli welfare state.

The dramatic growth in the haredi community in recent decades, to the
point that haredim currently account for about an eighth of the total
population, is rapidly changing the face of Israel and presenting the state
and society with values-related and practical challenges. Because the
beliefs and way of life of the haredim are clearly different from those
of other Israeli Jews, some people believe that the walls separating the
haredi community from the outside world are becoming even higher. On

the other hand, in the past two decades there has been some integration

iii
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of haredim into general society, especially in jobs and higher education.
The scrupulous dedication of the haredim to their own unique set of
values and their attitude toward certain fundamental democratic values
(which differs from that of most of Israeli society) are affecting daily life
and the nature of the Israeli space, and in the future this impact will only

increase.

A tremendous amount has been written in the past three decades about
haredi society, its relations with Israeli society, and the extent of its
integration. But one important topic that is central to this scholarship has
not been adequately or systematically addressed until now: the attitude
of the haredim toward the State of Israel and its Jewish and democratic
values. Naturally, the subject is not a blank slate. In recent years several
scholars and research institutes, including the Israel Democracy Institute,
have conducted surveys on a variety of aspects relevant to the national
and civic values of haredim. The research presented here, however, is the

most in-depth and comprehensive on the subject.

In order to have a good understanding of the present, we need to look at
the recent past when relations between the haredim and the state and
its institutions were shaped. The haredi community rebuilt itself after
the Holocaust based on four pillars: The first is strict, long-term self-
segregation from general society in all areas of life: residential areas
and geographical space; state-funded educational autonomy; a cultural
barrier manifested in dress, language, customs, separate media, and
more; voting; and community relations. The second pillar is obedience to
the haredi rabbinical leadership. Most haredim accept unquestioningly
theirleading rabbis’ authority to decide and maneuver the community in
all areas of life, which has helped haredi society to close ranks. The third
pillar is the spiritual significance and centrality of Torah study. This
aspect has given the community both collective and personal strength,

since the entire community is focused on this spiritual and material
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mission based on a powerful, cohesive, mobilizing ethos. The final pillar
is the centrality of the family and having children without consideration
of immediate material factors (housing, income, etc.). Large families are
another achievement of the community: the average haredi family now
has close to seven children, and this demographic situation is causing the

haredi community to double every 16 years.

These strategies have given the haredim tremendous power in the
political and public sphere, which is even now helping them maintain
their way of life based on outside resources. Moreover, recently the
haredim have become interested in influencing the general public realm
instead of merely seeking to maintain and strengthen the internal affairs
of their own community. This community poses a tremendous challenge

to the state and to Israeli society.

This document seeks to reflect the current attitude of haredim toward
fundamental, essential questions concerning coexistence in Israel. The
researchlooked at the attitude of haredim toward the state and their sense
of belonging to it from the ideological and pragmatic perspectives, their
views on matters pertaining to democratic values in the Jewish state,
their stances regarding the legitimate authority of the Knesset and other
sources of authority, and their attitude toward minority groups. The bulk
of the document—which is based on a survey conducted in December
2019 of 861 haredi women and men, who form a representative sample
of the adult haredi population—provides a comprehensive snapshot of
these issues and of the haredi mindset in the encounter with Israeliness.
The findings and insights, whose main points will be listed below, reveal
the tremendously complex attitude of most haredim toward the state

and toward various groups that make up the Israeli mosaic.

o Identification, belonging, and trust: Only about half (56%) of the

haredim feel a sense of belonging to the state, although most (70%) are

v
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proud of being Israeli. At the same time they express blatant distrust in
state institutions, namely, the courts, the Knesset, and the police (93%,

80%, and 79%, respectively).

¢ National holidays and memorial days: The attitude of most haredim
toward national holidays and memorial days is ambivalent. Although
most (about 80%) identify with Israelis on Memorial Day for Israel’s
Fallen Soldiers and Victims of Hostile Acts, a similar percentage (75%) do

not regard Independence Day as a holiday.

¢ Community strength: Even though the haredi community is a
distinctly peripheral group socioeconomically, most (70%) of its members

feel that they belong to a strong group in Israeli society.

¢ Maintaining a haredi way of life in Israel: According to haredim,
Israel is a comfortable, good place to live. Only a small minority (14%)
believe that haredim are better off living elsewhere. However, about
40% of haredim report that the State of Israel does not allow them to
maintain their way of life adequately. Most (82%) also feel that there is

anti-religious coercion in Israel.

¢ Authority and sovereignty: To a large extent, the haredim reject the
state’s authority over matters relating to haredi society and want the
rabbis to have greater power, especially in matters of religion and state
but also in economic, social, and security affairs. For example, 83% of
haredim do not believe that the Knesset is entitled to decide the issue of
drafting yeshiva students. Similarly, most haredim (92%) believe that the
Knesset has no right to ban gender segregation at public events intended

for the haredi population.

o Democratic values and the attitude toward the Other: As a rule,

haredi women and men are not in favor of the values of equality. About
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three-quarters believe that Jews deserve many more rights than Arabs.
Furthermore, 65% of them are not willing to have friendships with Arabs
or with non-Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union. A smaller
percentage, about half, do not believe that women can be full partners in

public decision-making.

 Social and spatial segregation: Only a minority of haredim say they
would not be bothered by having neighbors who are far removed from
the haredi way of life: secular Jews, immigrants from the former Soviet

Union, or Arabs (29%, 8%, and 6%, respectively).

These attitudes were also broken down by distinct intra-haredi
groupings related to identity and affiliation, such as segments of haredi
society (Mizrahi, “Lithuanian,” and hasidic), work environment (haredi,
mixed, and non-haredi), and location on the spectrum from conservative
to modern (conservative haredi, classical haredi, slightly modern, and
modern haredi). In most cases we found that Mizrahi respondents,
haredim working in mixed workplaces, and modern haredim expressed
more moderate views than conservative or Lithuanian haredim.
Members of the latter groups are noticeably more conservative, anti-

state, anti-Zionist, and insular.

When we look at the main findings from a public and research
perspective, it is clear that haredim identify with the Jewish component
of the State of Israel but distance themselves from its democratic
component. Some of them, both women and men, feel part of the state,
are proud of it, and say that Israel is a good place for haredim to live, but
at the same time they reject its formal democratic institutions such as
the courts, the Knesset, and the police force, both in terms of trust and in
terms of their very legitimacy. The survey found that other democratic
characteristics of the state, such as equal rights for non-Jewish groups,

acceptance of the Other, and women’s rights have not gained currency
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among them. Furthermore, haredim feel like a strong group in Israel, but
their first commitment is to Jewish law and their unique way of life, and
they believe that the rabbis should have the authority to decide major
issues in Israel, even those pertaining to foreign affairs, defense, and the

economy.

This snapshot of haredi attitudes raises questions regarding the future
that require a systematic, comparative look at the past. With respect to
trends, we see that the sense of belonging to the State and sharing in its
challenges has declined among haredim, but their pride in being Israeli
has remained stable. Trust in Israeli national-governmental institutions
has declined sharply among haredim, just as it has among the general
population. However, of all sectors in the Jewish population, haredim
express the lowest level of trust in these institutions. From a historical
perspective, there has been an increase in the proportion of haredim who
believe that Jews deserve more rights in Israel than Arabs, a change that
likely reflects the haredi tendency to adopt right-wing and sometimes

nationalist views.

We might have expected that in the past twenty years or so the views
of haredim in all areas would have moved closer to the views of the
non-haredi population, because in those years many haredi women
and men enrolled in higher education and obtained jobs. However, the
findings show that merely being employed is not correlated with more
democratic views; such views are evident only among haredim who

work in environments that are not exclusively haredi.

In order to predict future developments in the changing face of haredi
society,we must track the substantial changes that have been taking place
in this community in the past two decades. Haredi society is growing,
and accordingly it is becoming more diverse. From a negligible minority

community in the early years of the state, the haredim have become a
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population numbering more than a million, and their sources of income
are dwindling. The expanding needs of the haredi community in all areas
of life—housing, health care, education, livelihood, and employment—
are placing a burden and imposing tremendous costs on the Israeli
economy, and there is no way to know how the country will cope in the
coming years. The Torah study ideal of the haredi “society of scholars,”
which directs most of its sons—and especially the elite—to intensive,
mandatory, long-term religious studies, has suffered significantly from
the rapid growth of the community. The widening gap between the
ideal and the real, with thousands of haredi youths dropping out of the
yeshiva world every year, has become a millstone around the necks of
community leaders. The situation has also increased the illegitimacy of
the enterprise as perceived by the rest of Israeli society, which bears the
brunt of the cost of Torah study. The secret of the haredi community’s
success is thus ultimately liable to harm itself and all of Israeli society,

forcing the haredim and their leadership to change strategy.

In the absence of charismatic rabbinical-spiritual leaders accepted by
all segments of the community—people like Rabbi Shach and Rabbi
Ovadia Yosef—haredi society is splitting into subgroups and smaller
communities. In these circumstances, the influence of radical forces and
the “haredi street,” led by people with their own agendas, is liable to
increase, as there is no leader who can rein them in and restrain them.
The Covid-19 crisis has demonstrated emphatically that without widely
accepted leadership that represents most of the community and with
which agreements can be reached and negotiations conducted, there is

real concern for public health and welfare.

Despite these dramatic shifts, there has not yet been any substantial
change in democratic conceptions or in the civic role of haredim as
individuals and as a community. Haredi society, as stated, sees itself as

belonging to an even stronger and more influential group than in the

ix
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past, and if the trends described continue they may do major harm to

the democratic character of Israel as a whole. Disagreements between

haredim and secular Jews regarding the character of the State of Israel

will continue to exist in the foreseeable future, but awareness of the

challenges is crucial if we are to forge greater agreement about the rules

governing these highly charged issues.Is this possible? In order to prevent

a rift, we must recognize—and internalize —the snapshot described here

in brief and take action to facilitate functional integration of the haredim

in the Israeli narrative, without hoping to erase the unique identity of

the minority group.

We are at a delicate, fragile, and dangerous moment in the relationship

between the haredim and Israeli society. The strategy that has led the

haredim from the past to the present and shaped their current views

will not be able to survive the tremendous changes in the community’s

situation. Therefore both the public policy that the state adopts vis-a-

vis the haredim and the new strategy that the haredim adopt in their

encounter with the rest of Israeli society in the next generation and the

coming years are critical. Only if we act correctly will it be possible to

ensure the strength of Israel as a Jewish and democratic state.
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