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fact that the Ultra-Orthodox parties set up a 
Rabbinic body which is composed of key leaders 
from the different streams who settles divisive 
issues such as the order of the candidate list. 
Furthermore, the party does not allow for 
primaries or women to run for political 
leadership.  

 

In contrast, in local city elections where there is 
no formal religious body to bridge the gaps, 
religious disagreements have political 
consequences. For example, in the most recent 
municipal elections in Jerusalem, the Ultra -
Orthodox parties ran competing lists and publicly 
backed different candidates for mayor ( link). For 
example, secular Mayor Nir Barkat lost the 
Jerusalem elections in 2003 and was only 
successful in 2008 because one ultra-Orthodox 
Hasidic sect refrained from voting for Barkat’s 
religious competitor.  

 

Yet, this consensus comes at a cost. Rabbinic 
consensus generally adopts the most extreme  
position in order to avoid a split, which gives 
extremists great power.  119 For example, several 
uncompromising and unpopular demands in the 
religion and state realm, such as the directive to 
not perform infrastructure work on the Sabbath 
and to close all grocery stores on the Sabbath, 
originated from the head of the Gur community. 
This legislation was ultimately pushed by the 
ultra-orthodox parties, despite strong internal 
opposition, in order to prevent a formal split 
within the political party.         

 

In summary, political parties with formal religious 
institutions are more likely to survive. These 
parties are also more likely to be run by Jewish 
law and are less likely to hold by several 
democratic norms. The combination of political 
flux and intransigent demands among Israel’s 
religious political parties leads to less electoral 
stability and was an important contributing factor 
to repeat elections in Israel ( link). Due to the 
religious community’s large birth rates, these 
political parties are likely to gain more political 
power in the future, becomingly increasingly 
reliant on more extreme political views i n order to 
maintain the peace among religious leaders.   

 

Michael Freedman, Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, mrfreed@mit.edu  

 

THE DECLINE OF DEMOCRACY IN ISRAEL’S 
SOVEREIGNTY DISCOURSE 

 

By Meirav Jones and Lihi Ben Shitrit 

 

One week before Israel’s second round of general 
elections in September 2019, Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu announced that should he be 
re-elected, he would act immediately to “apply 
sovereignty” over the Jordan Valley in the West 
Bank.120 The talk of “sovereignty” only intensified 
with the Trump Administration’s “Peace to 
Prosperity” plan, which was celebrated by the 
Israeli right (and center) for its endorsement of 
Israel applying sovereignty over at least 30% of 
the occupied West Bank, including the Jordan 
Valley and all Israeli settlements. 121 While the 
term “sovereignty” rings of legitimacy, “applying 
sovereignty,” or “hachalat ribonut ,” has become 
the acceptable Hebrew phrase for the annexation 
of the West Bank without bestowing citizenship on 
its majority non-Jewish – Arab-Palestinian –  
residents. In fact, the Hebrew term for 
sovereignty, ribonut , is currently used almost 
exclusively in this context, raising serious 
questions about the compatibility of ribonut with 
democracy. 

 

In our ongoing research project, we explore the 
extent to which ribonut has become synonymous 
in Israeli public discourse with annexation of land 
and domination. We make two main arguments. 
First, this now common notion of sovereignty is 
incompatible with the dominant Western 
understanding of sovereignty as self -rule and as 
the highest order of command within a defined 
territory. Second, even in the Israeli context, the 
understanding of sovereignty as domination 
represents a shift from the way sovereignty had 
been understood since the establishment of the 
state. We further argue that the current meaning 
of sovereignty in Hebrew was consciously 
registered in the Israeli political imagination by a 
political movement that emerged from the settler 

https://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Haredi-parties-split-up-in-Jerusalem-elections-first-time-in-30-years-565542
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/06/07/repeat-elections-israel-may-not-be-enough-overcome-religious-divisions/
mailto:mrfreed@mit.edu
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movement with the disengagement from Gaza in 
2005. We bring the vision of this group to light 
and find that if Israel is to live up to its 
democratic aspirations, it must resist the 
conceptual work being done by the “Sovereignty 
Movement” and reclaim the term sovereignty as 
self-rule and as the highest order of command 
within a given territory with recognized borders.  
  

While our work is on the changing meaning of 
sovereignty in Israeli discourse, these 
transformations resonate more broadly in the 
treatment of annexation and domination by the 
international community. For example, Trump’s 
“Peace to Prosperity” plan perpetuates inequality 
between the non-sovereign people (Palestinians) 
and the sovereign state (Israel) by legitimating 
annexation and downplaying sovereignty as self -
rule within a defined territory. 122 Though the 
understanding that sovereignty cultivates equality 
may need revising,123 replacing a vision of 
sovereign equality with one of sovereign 
domination is a problematic outcome for world 
politics.  
   

Sovereignty in Israeli discourse 

 

The transformation of the meaning of sovereignty 
in Hebrew is evident in the ways it is discussed in 
traditional and contemporary contexts. 
Historically, ribonut  in Israel’s public discourse 
did mean sovereignty, or self-rule within 
recognized territorial boundaries. In fact, the 
hegemonic discourse of political Zionism was 
framed around the modern European model of the 
nation-state, with Jews constituting a national 
collective possessing the right to self-
determination within a demarcated territory. To 
the extent that Israel accepted the partition plan 
voted upon by the UN in 1947, it accepted the 
fundamentals of self-rule within limited borders, 
including the existence of sovereign states on the 
either side of those borders. Israel was also 
defined from the onset as a democracy; hence the 
obsession over demographics from the early years 
of the state as only a Jewish majority would 
preserve the state’s Jewish character. Efforts to 
establish a Jewish demographic majority, 
including the deplorable expulsion of much of the 
Arab population in 1948, followed to some degree 

from principles of Westphalian sovereignty and 
particularly its logic of partition and separation 
from difference and its imagining of largely-
homogenous self-ruled entities. The traditional 
modern understanding of sovereignty accepted in 
the early years of the state is still reflected in the 
definition of ribonut  in the authoritative Hebrew 
dictionary and thesaurus, Rav-Milim,124 where 
ribonut  is synonymous with “sovereniut” (which is 
“sovereignty” transliterated), and other synonyms 
are self-rule, self-government, autonomy, equal 
rights, freedom, independence, and other terms 
for liberty and self-rule.   

 

Yet the Hebrew definition of “ribonut” in 
Wikipedia– a critical and accessible source of 
information for students and the general public, 
and one that can reflect popular understandings 
of terms more quickly than conventional 
dictionaries125– has sovereignty as “the unique 
right to exercise the highest authority over a 
geographic territory or a group of people”. 126 Self-
rule and freedom are obliterated from this 
definition, and sovereignty is about ruling over. 
This difference is not simply due to the way 
Wikipedia treats sovereignty more generally.  
Wikipedia in English defines sovereignty as “the 
full right and power of a governing body over 
itself, without any interference from outside 
sources or bodies,” 127 thereby emphasizing self-
governance. Other differences between the 
Hebrew and English Wikipedia entries are that 
while international recognition is the key to 
sovereignty in English, it is portrayed as 
unnecessary in the Hebrew entry. Furthermore, 
while the English definition provides a history of 
the idea and practice of sovereignty from ancient 
through medieval to modern times, the Hebrew 
definition forgoes this in favor of a section on 
“colloquial uses of ribonut,” based largely on 
quoting Israeli generals.   

 

The political ideal of “ruling over”, rather than 
self-rule, also has a history in the state of Israel 
since before its founding. In Mandate Palestine 
there was a concept of political authority that 
competed with ribonut  as then understood, and 
this was the concept of adnut. While both ribonut  
and adnut draw on names of God from biblical 
and Rabbinic Hebrew, adnut  also describes a 
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particular human relationship: the relationship 
between master and slave; domination. Adnut was 
promoted by influential groups who rejected 
partition and sought to conquer and rule the 
entire biblical Land of Israel and control its 
population; agendas that resonate with the agenda 
of ribonut  today, as reflected in the Wikipedia 
entry but more precisely in the publications of the 
“Sovereignty Journal” and other publications of 
the “Sovereignty Movement” we will soon 
introduce.128 It is ironic that while the agenda of 
adnut  was considered by Israel’s first Prime 
Minister David Ben Gurion as threatening Israel’s 
sovereignty, the heirs to the idea of adnut today 
are shaping how sovereignty/ribonut  is used in 
Israeli public discourse.  

 

That the current Hebrew Wikipedia entry dates to 
2006 is no accident. This was the year after Israel 
withdrew from the interior of the Gaza Strip 
(known as “the disengagement” in Israel). The 
disengagement is relevant in this context because, 
among its other implications,  it demonstrated the 
possibility of partition and border -setting without 
granting the Palestinians sovereignty over 
territory and therefore reduced the importance of 
Palestinian sovereignty for Israel’s realization of 
its own sovereignty. The disengagement  was also a 
turning point for the Settler Movement and the 
methods it employs to promote annexation and 
reject Palestinian sovereignty, turning to 
conceptual work and political lobbying alongside 
acting on the ground. It was in the wake of the 
disengagement that the idea of the “Sovereignty 
Movement” was conceived, which was essentially 
an idea to redefine sovereignty such that the 
concept itself would reject partition; this, we find, 
was critical to shaping how sovereignty is 
understood as domination in Israeli political 
discourse today.  

 

The Sovereignty Movement that spearheaded the 
change in how ribonut  is understood in Hebrew 
and the proliferation of its use was established in 
2010 by “Women in Green,” a high -profile group 
of activists in the Israeli settler movement. 129 The 
movement’s founding objective was to articulate a 
clear political theory and vision that could be 
communicated to the Israeli public and the 
international community and to promote that 

vision through formal legislation. It sought to 
create a situation in which further disengagement, 
partition, and the establishment of a Palestinian 
state would not be viable not only because it 
would be impractical (due to settlement 
construction), but conceptually untenable. 
Through reconceptualizing the term “sovereignty” 
as control over land, the movement implied – and 
continues to imply – that Israel is not fully 
sovereign so long as it does not control the entire 
territory of the biblical land of Israel.  

 

The success of the movement is unmistakable. 
First, as the examples from the online dictionaries 
discussed above showed, sovereignty in Hebrew is 
now increasingly associated with annexation. In 
2018 an addition was made to the Wikipedia entry 
“ribonut” which is a cross-reference to 
“Sovereignty: A Political Journal”; the journal of 
the “Sovereignty Movement.” By 2020, all free 
online dictionaries in Hebrew defined ribonut  
according to the Wikipedia definition, such that 
sovereignty in Hebrew in internet research does 
not mean self-rule, but rule over  a territory or 
people. This spread suggests that this 
understanding of sovereignty is now the dominan t 
one in Israeli public discourse.  

 

In that vein, the ubiquitous roadside signs calling 
for “sovereignty now” are immediately understood 
by passers-by as calls for annexation. Second, 
while sovereignty was hardly discussed in Israel in 
the past, since 2010 the issue of sovereignty has 
risen exponentially in new reports, almost 
exclusively with the meaning of adnut .130 A third 
mark of success is the extent to which democracy 
is excluded from sovereignty discourse. Of 10,600 
news reports discussing “sovereignty” in 2010 
through 2019, only 1,800 discussed democracy. 
Fourth, the Sovereignty movement has moved 
from the margins of the settler movement into 
mainstream society and politics. Its increasing 
legitimacy is evident in its endorsement by the 
major religious youth movement (Bnei Akiva), the 
adoption of the principle of annexation by the 
ruling Likud party’s Central Committee, and the 
participation of 39 of 120 Knesset members, 
ministers and deputy ministers as authors, 
contributors, or interviewees in the Sovereignty 
Journal. Finally, the movement’s power is evident 
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in the current moment, when both major parties 
agree on “applying sovereignty” to the Jordan 
Valley, with ribonut being a central theme of 
coalition negotiations. 131   

 

Conclusion: The Evolution of Sovereignty  

 

The meaning of sovereignty is changing not only 
in Israel but worldwide. While the 20 th century 
and the beginning of the 21st have been considered 
a period of “sovereignty in crisis,” 132 our times 
raise the question of what comes next. With 
globalization, “sovereignty as domination” and the 
acceptance of paternalist power-structures in 
international politics may be one of two viable 
alternatives for the international arena, the other 
being a radical rethinking of sovereignty and a 
move to post-sovereignty and partnerships 
between peoples irrespective of their territorial 
possessions. But paternalist power structures are 
not only about international politics; they are 
about democracy itself. Israeli discourse reveals 
that when sovereignty comes to mean domination, 
sovereignty ceases to become a national right and 
an expression of national freedom, and becomes a 
tool for subjection. Those who care about the 
future of Israel/Palestine and about democracy 
should be attuned to sovereignty discourse in 
Israel and its implications.   

 

Meirav Jones, The Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem, meiravjo@gmail.com, and Lihi Ben 
Shitrit, University of Georgia, lben@uga.edu 

 

  

 

HOW MANY IS ONE TOO MANY? ISRAELI 

ELECTIONS 2018 - 2020 

 

By Tamar Hermann 

 

Between 2018-2020 Israel set a national –  
perhaps even international - record by holding (at 
least to the date of this writing) four election 
campaigns in 18 months: 133 one municipal 
(October 2018) and three national (April and 

September 2019, March 2020). The municipal 
elections were conducted on time and showed no 
indication of the upcoming saga. Yet, the 
following three national elections were all 
inconclusive. For the first time in Israel's history, 
after both the April and the September rounds 
none of the largest parties’  leaders (Benjamin 
Netanyahu of Likud and Benny Gantz of Blue and 
White) was able to assemble a majority -based 
coalition. Thus, new elections had to be called 
upon. As a result, Israelis have lived in a 
protracted elections campaign since late 2018. In 
addition to the elections, this period was 
dominated by the legal process focusing on Prime 
Minister Netanyahu—which resulted in three 
indictments against him. Netanyahu's case has so 
dominated the political arena that the common 
wisdom in Israel is that the three elections were 
all about the public sentiment "for or against Bibi" 
while all strategic issues have been neglected. At 
the same time, Israel has been experiencing for 
several years now a low level of public trust in the 
political institutions (Hermann et. al, 2019). Are 
the frequent elections the last straw that may 
break the camel's back, i.e., are Israeli citizens 
losing their political patience and interest in the 
democratic process?  

 

This paper briefly discusses Israeli public opinion 
on three relevant topics: 

1. Are the elections interesting?  

2. Are the elections fair?  

3. What are the elections all about?  

 

The data presented below is taken from the Israeli 
Voice monthly public opinion polls project, 
conducted by the Guttman Center for Public 
Opinion and Policy Research in the Israel 
Democracy Institute.134  

 

Are the elections interesting? 

 

Israelis are known for their high political 
awareness and engagement. 135 However, when the 
second round of elections was called for 
September 2019, many predicted that a large 
number of Israelis would stay at home because of 
electoral fatigue or as protest. This did not 
happen; in fact, the national turnout increased 
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