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Abstract 
 

Israeli society is witnessing a sharp division between religion and the state. The existing 

polarization between the religious and the secular is increasing in terms of both the 

secularization of society and the tendency towards more religiosity. This study focuses on 

exploring the impact of populist religious parties in Israel on the secularism of the state, as well 

as the secularization of society, and studies the phenomenon of the emergence of religious 

populism in Israel. A case study of the populist religious Shas party was conducted to gain a 

better understanding of the nature of religious parties and their role in Israeli political life. By 

highlighting Shas’ role in Israeli politics, the reasons for the growth of populist Jewish currents 

in Israel, and their impact on the state's secularism, can be explored and better understood. 

Since the establishment of Israel, Zionism has failed to create a unified society with a secular 

and nonreligious identity as the status quo agreement opened the door to the authority of 

religion in both public and private affairs. Secularism, an ideology that guarantees the neutrality 

of the state and exclusion of religion from public affairs, cannot be applied in Israel as the 

imposing religious authority is entitled according to the nation’s pre-existing, yet dated, status 

quo. As for the process of secularization as a process of societal change, secularization in Israel 

cannot progress through secularism as an ideology, as this method contradicts the dominance 

of religious authority according to the status quo in Israel, which finds acceptance by most 

Israelis. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  
 

Some believe that Israel failed to be a secular state; but rather a religious state, specifically a 

Jewish state (Ram, 2008, p. 71). Others view Israel as a secular state, and the Jewish state is 

related to a nation, not a religion (Lerner, 2015, p. 401). Israel is a deeply divided society, in 

national terms as it is divided into Jewish immigrants and the indigenous Arab population who 

make up 20% of the population (Howson, 2015, p. 397; Shamaa, 2014; Kalev, 2016, p. 418). 

Israeli society is also highly segmented in terms of ethnicity, which is a complex and 

multifaceted phenomenon. Therefore, Arabs and Jews are subdivided into ethnic and religious 

sub-groups (Plaut, 2016, p.389). Arabs are divided along with various factions of Christians, 

Druze, and Muslims including Bedouins and Cherokees. Jews are divided in the form of 

outright ethnic competition depending on the country from which they came. For example, the 

Mizrahi /Sephardic1 Jews come from the countries of the Middle East and North Africa, the 

Ashkenazi Jews come from the West, Russian Jews come from Russia, and Falasha Jews come 

from Ethiopia (Ibid.; Howson, 2015, p. 397; Shamaa, 2014). Parties in Israel are numerous and 

divided based on their religion, Zionism, or race (Al-Shara’a & Barakat, 2005). 

As for the religious forces in Israel, they are linked to ideologies derived from the 

Jewish religion. They meet in their political programs to demand respect for the provisions of 

the Jewish Torah in society. Additionally, they are divided about Zionism into two main 

groups: the religious Zionists and the ultra-Orthodox (the religious extremists). Yet, both 

groups belong to the Orthodox trend in Judaism (Shamaa, 2014). The first section in the Israeli 

political arena represents the Jewish Home Party and the New Right Party. The second section 

 
1 Sephardic is sometimes used interchangeably with the term Mizrahi. However, there is not much difference 

between them. There are those who see that Mizrahi has more ethnic connotations, while Sephardic has 
religious connotations (Tzfadio & Yiftachel, 2004). In this paper, the two terms will be used together using the 
slash (/) to separate them. 
 



6 

is ethnically divided into the Agudat Yisrael Party and Degel HaTorah (currently united in the 

United Torah Judaism bloc representing Ashkenazi Haredim), and the Shas party representing 

the Mizrahi /Sephardic Haredim (ibid.).  

Research Problem 

 

Israel is a religiously diverse country. There is a religious breach that is not related to the 

division based on religious pluralism between religions per se. Rather, it is related to the degree 

of religiosity within the Jewish community and the extent of the Jewish identity in the state. 

This breach undoubtedly reinforces the existing national rift between Arabs and Jews. The 

Jewish religion does not have a central historical institution like the church, but rather it has 

become one of the components of the state since its establishment (Neuberger, 2016, p. 732). 

Therefore, there is no great separation between religion and the state in terms of the 

independence of the religious education network, the state's respect for the sanctity of Saturday 

(the Sabbath), and the respect for personal religious laws (Yiftachel, 2016, p. 661). Also, many 

of the manifestations and symbols of the State of Israel have a religious connotation. For 

example, the national holidays are religious holidays themselves, and the symbol of the two 

blue lines in the Israeli flag symbolizes the robe that a Jew wears on his head during prayer 

(Kremnitzer & Fuchs, 2016, p. 181). The division of Israeli society, and the existing 

polarization between the religious and the secular, has increased over time in terms of the 

secularization of society or the trend towards more religiosity (Etzioni-Halevy, 2016, p. 251). 

Religious parties today participate in the Parliament (Knesset) and the government coalition 

(Cofman Wittes & Mizrahi-Arnaud, 2019; Al-Shara’a & Barakat, 2005).  

Populism in Israel has emerged since the 1970s, with the success of the Menachem 

Begin’s party in the elections leading to today’s multi-populist left, right, and religious 

(Elhanan 2011; Howson 2015). Because populism is a form of identity politics, it is a central 



7 

political phenomenon in the nationally, religiously and ethnically divided Israeli society.  The 

religious parties in Israel are populist because they believe that religion is the first and foremost 

indicator of their identity in order to distinguish between good “us” and evil “them.” (DeHanas 

& Marat Shterin, 2018, p. 177). Their leaders, like the populist leader, decide everything. For 

example, they decide who has the legitimacy to speak and participate, who belongs to the party, 

or who is excluded and marginalized (Cofman Wittes & Mizrahi-Arnaud, 2019, p. 2).  

The common element among most religious Jewish groups in Israel is their recognition 

of democracy on a pragmatic basis. They believe that democracy is devoted to legislation 

contrary to Jewish law (Al-Naami, 2014, p. 367). Therefore, religious people are the least social 

groups in compliance with and respect for the law, because they believe in the priority of 

Halakha (Jewish law) over man-made laws (Yagil & Arye, 2002, p. 185). Some religious 

Jewish groups are also violent by enforcing adherence to religious teachings such as respecting 

the sanctity of Saturdays and religious holidays (Abdel Aali, 2007). 

Aim and Research Questions  

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the influence of populist religious parties in Israel on 

the secularism of the state and explain the reasons for the emergence of religious populism in 

Israel.  This study attempts to answer the following questions: 

 

● Are religious parties effective political forces in Israeli society and political life? 

● Is there a politicised religion and religionsation of politics in Israel? If so, what is its 

effect on the state’s secularism? 

● What are the factors that demonstrated religious populism in Israel? 
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● To what extent and in what way does the case study of the Shas party contributes to a 

more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the influence of religious parties 

on Israeli secularism?   

 

This study’s hypothesis is, the secularism of Israel has failed with the state’s inclination to 

slowly become fully religious. The problem of the study was defined by an objective 

determination. The objective determination is obtained through studying the religious forces in 

Israel and their role in political life. Simultaneously, the theory of secularism was applied to 

the results of the study to answer the research questions and discover the validity of the research 

hypothesis. 

Research Methods  

 

It is almost impossible to create an objective view of a group of people’s beliefs and 

preferences. However, we can try to understand how respondents see the world by analysing 

their thoughts, beliefs, and discourse and interpreting it in the most unbiased means possible. 

(Ercan & Marsh, 2016, p. 312). Qualitative methods including the case study and critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) methods were selected to explore in-depth results in individual cases 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 185). The social world can be understood by examining the interpretation 

of that world by participants, whose social characteristics are the results of their interactions, 

not separate from them (Bryman, 2016, p. 375).  

A qualitative case study is a research method used as a form of cross-level inference to 

gain a better understanding of the whole by focusing on a key part (Gerring, 2007, p. 1). The 

distinguishing feature of a good quality case study is that it does not rely on one source of data 

to present an in-depth understanding of the studied case (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 187). The 

case study method is used for current, real-life cases that are in progress (ibid.). It is bounded 
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to being within certain parameters in terms of place and timeframe, as they are analysed in 

order to gather accurate information not lost over time (Aaltio & Heilmann, 2010). The case 

study selected for this study was the populist religious party "Shas”. Shas is the largest religious 

party in Israel, which in some elections became the third largest political party and even 

controlled important government ministries. Shas is the Hebrew acronym for “Sephardic Torah 

Guardians”. This name expresses the party’s integral links between “ethnicity” (“Sephardic”) 

and ultra-Orthodox religion (“Torah Guardians”) (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 111; Howson, 2015, p. 

397; Weingrod, 2016, p. 294). The case study selected was conducted to gain a better 

understanding of the nature of religious parties and their role in Israeli political life. An in-

depth interpretation of Shas’ ideology, leadership, political practice, and its relations with other 

parties and ethnicities was also presented. Shas represents a specific, realistic case that still 

exists. This study of Shas relies on many forms of qualitative data which will be collected and 

integrated, ranging from interviews and observations to documents and audio-visual materials, 

to produce a conceptual framework as a means of understanding the religious parties within 

Israeli society.  

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is one of the advanced methodologies that operates 

above a level of grammar and semantics to understand the broader ideas that the text conveys 

in creating various social, political, and cultural authority (Machin and Mayr, 2012, p. 20). 

CDA shows the role of language as a source of power linked to ideology, social and cultural 

change. It is a process through which meaning and social reality are produced, not just a 

description of what is going on in society. (Bryman, 2016, p. 540). CDA is used to analyse 

some texts and spoken language related to the selected case study. During my research, 

secondary data will be used to gain a greater understanding of the research problem. 

There are criticisms of qualitative research being subjective, as it relies on the 

researcher's non-systematic opinions at times, and the close relationship between the researcher 
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and respondents, which affects the research (Bryman, 2016, p. 398). My research does not 

depend on respondents, so there are no problems in terms of participants' bias.  

Qualitative research is also criticized as difficult to replicate. However, I think this is 

acceptable normal as researchers themselves are the main tool for data collection. Hence, there 

will be differences between one study and another because a researcher may focus on one issue 

while other researchers may focus on other issues (Creswell, 2014, p. 234; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015, p. 46). Generalization is another limitation of qualitative research as the scope of the 

results of qualitative investigations is restricted, so the generalization of the results of 

qualitative research is on the theory and not on the population. This is called analytical 

generalization or theoretical generalization (ibid, p. 253; Bryman, 2016, p. 399). To avoid this, 

the researcher will try to achieve moderate generalization. A fourth criticism is qualitative 

research's lack of transparency in how the research is conducted and how the study conclusions 

are reached (Bryman, 2016, p. 399). As such, a growing number of books seek to provide clear 

recommendations on how to conduct qualitative research (ibid, p. 400). To avoid these 

criticisms, the researcher will be mindful of these details and address them in the design phase 

of the study. The researcher will seek other unbiased opinions from the research supervisor and 

other colleagues to ensure subjective research. For more transparency, reference is made in the 

research itself in an effort to avoid bias. 

Literature Review 

A literature review from various sources including internet searches, libraries, statistics, 

surveys books, scholarly articles, and reports, relevant to the area of my research is used to 

answer the research questions. Some official statistics information related to the demographics 

of Israel, religious backgrounds, and the number of Knesset members for each party, and the 
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number of its affiliates are also used. A literature review in relation to the research problem is 

investigated and analysed to gain initial insight into the research problem. 

To provide a much wider and more in-depth analysis, the research does not contain a 

single literature review chapter, but the literature will be reviewed in three chapters, which 

define the theoretical framework for my research. The second chapter consists of a critical 

literature review of the secularization theory and how it is defined, assessed, and measured. I 

will also explore the phenomena of politicized religion and the religionisation of politics as 

well as populism, and clarifying its relationship to religion. The third chapter two consists of a 

literature review on the State of Israel in which it examines Israeli secularism with particular 

attention to the role of populist religious parties in Israeli secularism. Based on the second and 

third chapters, a case study of Shas will be conducted in chapter 4. 

Ethical Considerations   

As research includes collecting data, which is from and about people, it is necessary to address 

expected ethical issues before starting the research in the research proposal (Creswell, 2014, p. 

132). These ethical issues apply to all stages and in all types of research. The researcher of 

qualitative research must take ethical concerns into consideration, as researchers can explicitly 

align themselves with their values or personal backgrounds in their interpretations during the 

study (ibid, p. 237). Therefore, the study must consider how to adopt good ethical practices in 

their determination. There are discussions about the professional behaviour of researchers and 

how to address the ethical dilemmas that they face. Standards and codes of ethics are published 

by numerous national professional associations (Bryman, 2016, p. 121).  

As for the validity in qualitative research, it is considered a strength of this research in 

terms of the researcher's verification of the accuracy of the results using certain procedures, 

which will help avoid three common threats in the qualitative studies: researcher bias, 
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reactivity, and respondent bias. There will be no direct participation of people in my research. 

Therefore, I do not need to address the four ethical principles about relations between 

researchers and research participants: whether there is harm to participants, whether there is a 

lack of informed consent, whether there is an invasion of privacy and whether deception is 

involved (Bryman, 2016, p. 126). Before starting my study, it is necessary to consider the ethics 

codes of the Uppsala University and the All-European Academies’ (ALLEA 2017) and review 

my research plan with the university supervisor to ensure that it respects the ethical principles 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 134). The researcher will adhere to these standards throughout this study. 

The researcher should also respect the standards and charters of indigenous cultures and in my 

research, they are the Arab minority living in Israel (ibid, p. 136). While collecting data, the 

researcher should avoid collecting harmful information (ibid, p. 137). 

While analysing the data, there are several ethics that I have to respect as a researcher. 

First, I must have no bias towards taking sides since my thesis seeks to explore political identity 

and meanings. Therefore, my all analysis will be guided by evidence. The researcher should 

also disclose all results, not just the positive results (Creswell & Poth, 2017, p. 118). In sharing 

and reporting data, the researcher should not falsify the data or results and be careful in 

interpreting the data with the use of one or more strategies to verify the data validity across 

different data sources. The researcher should respect the work of others and not plagiarize their 

research and use correct citation methods. Credit must always be given to the original source. 

When writing the research, clear and appropriate language is used without prejudice against 

people because of race, gender, or other factors. When sharing the data with others, readers 

themselves should be able to determine the reliability of the study by publishing the details of 

the research with the study (Creswell, 2014, p.139-140). 
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Previous Research 

Many scholars and researchers have been interested in the issue of religious groups and parties 

in Israel. Therefore, many books, research, and studies were published that dealt with the issue 

of religious forces and parties in Israel and their role in political life, whether directly or 

indirectly. I will present the most important of them as follows: 

Al-Naami (2014) sheds light on the factors and transformations that allowed the growth 

of the religious Zionist movement in Israeli decision-making. The author talks about the 

relationship between religion and politics in Israel. He then mentions the factors affecting the 

growth of religious currents. Then, he shares the relationship between Zionism and Judaism, 

and the dimensions of the relationship between religion and the state in Israel. The author also 

mentions in his book the emergence of religious Zionism, its trends, its patterns of influence 

on the internal environment, and its regional repercussions. 

Al-Shara’a and Barakat (2005) review the role of religious forces in political life in 

Israel. Their study shows the role of religious forces before and after the establishment of the 

Zionist state through three main factors First, the definition of the concept of religious forces 

and their role in building the Zionist state. Second, a discussion of the problematic relationship 

between religion, Zionism, and the state. Third, the role of religious forces in political life in 

Israel through their participation and representation in various Israeli institutions. 

Ghanem et al. (2003) deal with critical perspectives of the most important social, 

political, and cultural phenomena in Israeli society. They detail the phenomena of identities 

and ethnic division within Israeli society and the effects of this division on various aspects of 

life. Their book also includes an attempt to monitor the developments of politics and the impact 

of identities in Israel during the last decade. Additionally, they study the Shas movement and 

its impact on society and politics in Israel. They also include a study that monitors the politics 

of Jewish settlers in the West Bank and Gaza. Last, the authors focus on the ethnic divisions in 
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social and political life in Israel, and deal with the Shas movement as a case study without 

addressing the other religious forces and their role in the political life in Israel. 

Shahak and Mtsvinsky (2001) describe their book as an analytical policy that includes 

some original research, but heavily on the research of others. The book deals primarily with 

modern fundamentalism and traces its roots in history and presents a comprehensive and brief 

review of Jewish history. The book provides a description of the religious division in Israel 

with a mention of the reasons for the rise of the Haredim, where education was the most 

important reason. The book also deals with settlements, and the last chapter presents Baruch 

Goldstein as a model of fundamentalist Jewish thinking and behaviour. Goldstein was a Jewish 

immigrant from the United States to Israel. He stormed the Ibrahimi Mosque in Hebron in 1994 

and killed 29 people, including children, while they were performing the dawn prayer. 

Ben-Porat (2017) provides a description of secularism in Israel, where he wonders at 

the outset whether Israel is secular or not. From the beginning, the study deals with the 

relationship between religion and nationalism. He explains the nature of the political settlement 

when the state was established through the religious-secular arrangements called the status quo, 

which showed the role of the Jewish religion in public life. After that, Ben-Porat (2017) 

presents three important changes to secularization in Israel, including the emigration of one 

million Jews from the former Soviet Union. There were three counter-secularization 

developments, the most important of which was the growth of the Shas party. The study 

concludes that there is a more complex concept of secularization so that religion remains an 

integral part of the state and society. 

I can classify the previous studies into several levels. The first group studies of the 

Zionist movement where it contributed to highlighting the ideological and historical 

backgrounds of the Zionist movement. It can be described as studies of political thought that 

are predominantly historically descriptive but did not delve into the roots of the Jewish 
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religious movement from which it emerged religious parties. The second set of studies are 

related to the political system and the system of government in Israel, but without examining 

the secularism and democracy of the state, especially with the increasing influence of religious 

parties in state institutions. The third set of studies is related to Israeli society. These studies 

speak more about the society and social aspects of life, rather than taking a political tone or 

stance. They dealt with the national and ethnic divisions in Israeli society, while some studies 

attempted to study the basic transformations that Israeli society had gone through. There are 

studies that studied the secularism of Israel or its democracy with the analysis of the 

relationship of religion with the state. What distinguishes my study from these studies is that I 

study the secularism of Israel through the theory of secularization itself and mention the 

religious divisions in society, the relationship of religion to politics, and vice versa.  

 There are also studies on the relationship between religion and the state. They clarify 

the dialectic of the relationship between religion and the state on the one hand and the dialectic 

of the relationship between religion and the Zionist movement on the other. Some of these 

studies dealt with religious forces collectively, and their role in forming government coalitions 

without addressing their role in making public policy and their impact on the nature of life in 

Israeli society or the Arab Israeli conflict. Nonetheless, this study will benefit from the 

contributions of previous studies and attempt to add to it in order to overcome the criticism 

directed at the previous studies. 

Explanations of Concepts  

Some key terms and concepts used in my study are defined below. 

 

Israel 

Israel defined itself in its basic laws as a Jewish and democratic state, and that it is the nation-

state of the Jewish people (Knesset website, 2021). Nevertheless, the idea of what the “State 
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of Israel” is and its borders are still ambiguous and disputed. This research does not aim to 

research this issue and therefore it will not expand on it. What concerns us is the definition of 

Israel according to its electoral system. Israel follows a parliamentary system and universal 

suffrage, with a system of proportional representation, in which the Knesset -- the national 

parliament -- is the legislative authority and the Prime Minister is the head of government 

(Knesset website, 2018; Freedom house website, 2021). In this research, Israel is seen as those 

regions that choose their representatives in the Knesset and municipalities by participating in 

national and local elections. 

 

Secularism  

The definition of secularism and what constitutes secularism, as well as its theory and 

assessment, will be examined and explored at substantial length in Chapter 2. 

 

Populism 

Populism is an ideology that divides society and politics as a struggle between two opposing 

camps: the virtuous and the homogeneous people against a range of elites and dangerous 

“others,” who are portrayed as depriving people of their rights, voice, values, and identity 

(Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008, p. 3). Religious populism is a form of populism that is 

characterized by the production of populism in a specific religious style or key (Zúquete, 2017). 

 

A Religious Party  

Some define a religious party as a party that includes a world view based on religion or a 

religious ideology that attracts a group of people (Brocker & Künkler, 2013, p. 175). It uses 

the links of pre-existing religious institutions and networks to mobilize support based on the 

religious identity of citizens (ibid.). Others define a religious party as a band of recognized 

political figures who participate in elections to win political office using religiously inspired 
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goals (Elman & Warner, 2008, p. 19). While some countries may consider a religious party 

illegal, it does not mean that a religious party is not an official political organization (ibid.). 

Disposition of the Thesis 

This thesis will have four chapters followed by the results and conclusion section. First, an 

introduction chapter will give a brief background about the topic and research problem, the aim 

and research questions, the theoretical framework, and the methods used. The first chapter will 

also provide an overview of the previous research conducted and the concepts used in the thesis. 

The second chapter will focus on the study of secularism in terms of exploring its nature and 

theory. The chapter turns to explore the phenomena of politicized religion and the 

religionisation of politics. Populism will be defined and clarifying its relationship to religion. 

The third chapter will have a literature review on the State of Israel that examines Israeli 

secularism from an insular and comparative perspective, paying particular attention to the role 

of populist religious parties in Israeli secularism. Chapter 4 will present a case study of the 

Shas by exploring the party, its history, and its founders. This chapter will seek to examine the 

role of Shas in the Israeli political system and to explain the complex and overlapping nature 

of the role of the religious in the secular state. Finally, I will discuss the results as well as 

present my conclusions and suggestions for future research. 

 

 

 



18 

Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework 

The secularization process and theoretical frameworks explaining it have always included 

differences that need careful detail. In this chapter, the secularization theory will be presented 

and analyzed, and then the difference between the concepts of secularism, secularization, and 

secular will be clarified. The phenomena of the politicization of religion and the religionization 

of politics as well as religious populism will be presented. 

The Secularization Theory 

The secularization process is dealt with by theologians, philosophers, historians, lawyers, and 

sociologists, so it is not surprising that there is no compatible concept of secularization. Rather, 

it can be described as a variety of ideas merged into one concept, although not all of them are 

compatible with each of them (Davie, 2007, p. 49). Therefore, a systematic overview operating 

on several distinct levels is required to understand the process of secularization, a 

multidimensional phenomenon (Norris & Inglehart, 2011, p. 42). 

             Three different and disparate assumptions in which José Casanova (1994, p. 20) 

defines secularization, namely: a distinction between secular spheres from religious institutions 

and norms, a decline of religious beliefs and practices, or as a marginalization from religion 

into a privatized sphere. Casanova explains that modernity can be achieved by realizing the 

first assumption that is, liberating secular areas from religious institutions, despite the 

continuity of religious institutions playing an important role, especially in civil society 

(Ivanescu, 2010). Regarding the impossibility of separating religion from people's lives, Brian 

Wilson argues that secularization does not imply the disappearance of religion per se 

(Dobbelaere, 2006), since he defined secularization as "a fundamental social process occurring 

in the organization of society, in the culture, and in the collective mentalité" (Davie, 2007, p. 
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54). Secularization, according to Wilson, is an integral part of modernization, as religious 

practices, institutions, and thinking have no importance in the operation of the social system, 

which changes within three areas: the locus of authority in the social system is freed from 

religious sanction, the character of knowledge as empirical research and neutral investigation, 

and managing the work with rational principles (ibid., p. 55). 

             Karel Dobbelaere defines secularization in terms of how the public listens to religious 

leaders, who are an important source of spiritual guidance and moral authority, or the extent to 

which the public believes in spiritual values (Ivanescu, 2010). Therefore, defining 

secularization, by Dobbelaere, is a widespread process that reduces the societal significance 

and the meaning of religion (Ivanescu, 2010). Mark Chaves also views secularism as a decline 

in religious authority, whereby there is a decrease in the influence of religious institutions, 

leaders, and values on all aspects of life in society, that is, public discourse and social 

institutions as well as individual behaviour, although this does not necessarily mean that most 

individuals abandon their religious beliefs and spiritual interests (Chaves, 1994). Therefore, 

the transformation of religion in society may coincide with secularization (Ivanescu, 2010). 

Secularism, Secularization, Secular 

Secularism, secularization, and secular are three concepts, and although they are related, they 

are used differently in various contexts, whether political, cultural, social, academic, or 

specialized (Casanova, 2009, p. 1049). 

            Secularism is viewed as an ideology or belief that guarantees the neutrality of the state 

from religion and religious considerations should be kept out of public affairs (Tiwari, n.d.; 

Ben-Porat, 2017). And some define it as a cognitive system with a set of modern ideologies 

and viewpoints that are consciously adopted to build a system that is neutral to religious affairs 

(Bronk, 2012, p. 580; Casanova, 2009, p. 1051). Modern secularism has many forms in terms 



20 

of different models that guarantee the practical differentiation between religion, morals, and 

law, or in terms of the constitutional legal separation between religion and the secular state, or 

in terms of the nature of the epistemological distinction between theology, philosophy, and 

science (ibid.). Thus, secularism as an ideology can face the religious authority to drive a 

process of secularization (Ben-Porat, 2017). 

             As for secularization, it is a process of societal change that involves the decline of 

religious authority through building a more separate relationship between society and religion 

(Tiwari, n.d.). Secularization has developed historically until it reached today the thesis of the 

privatization or decline of religion in the modern world, which has been subject to many 

revisions and criticisms, but the essence of the secularization theory is the removal of the 

dominance of religious symbols and institutions from the sectors of culture and society 

(Casanova, 2009, p. 1050). 

             While the concept of the secular is a concept that was created to build, codify and 

understand a reality that is different from the religious so that it has become a representation 

of a central class of modern theological, philosophical, cultural, anthropological, political, and 

legal (Bronk, 2012, p. 583; Casanova, 2009, p. 1049). 

Politicised Religion and the Religionization of Politics 

The failure of secular ideologies, such as socialism, nationalism, liberalism, etc., to provide 

normative foundations for collective action, led some to question the validity of the 

secularization thesis, and the resurgence of religion in public life in what is known as the 

phenomenon of de-secularization or process of religionization of politics (Peled & Gaweda, 

2019). Casanova (1994) confirms that this phenomenon began to appear significantly in the 

eighties of the last century, as religion rushes into the public arena to participate in the political 

and moral conflict so that it is no longer confined only to the private sphere (p. 3).  
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             The term religionization refers to the consistent expansion of the religious element or 

to the broad range of phenomena in which the influence of the religious component increases 

in public and private lives (Fischer, 2015, p. 12). Some limit the definition of religionization to 

describing the danger of religious groups to the secularization of the state in terms of their 

deliberate attempt to convert the political system from secular to religious (Bar-Maoz, 2020, p. 

2). While some assert that two other types contribute to the increase in personal or collective 

religionization, including the passive contributor, such as false security events or wars, while 

the third type is the use of religious symbols, heritage, and traditions in public life by religious 

or non-religious actors to promote national interests. These three types together explain any 

religious phenomenon in any society, and it is not wise to ignore any of them (ibid., p. 3). 

             With the religionization of politics, religion has a new role in public policy, which is 

not limited to the renaissance of morals, but the return of the sacred, which is combined with 

political demands to remake the political system (Tibi, 2009). And the religionization of 

politics is based on religious fundamentalism based on the politicization of religion, which 

aims to achieve its goals by several means, including militarized actions (ibid.). The 

religionization of politics poses a challenge to any state system, including secularism, where 

social, economic, and political concerns are expressed through religious rhetoric, in clear 

contrast to the strict separation between the political and religious spheres (Ivanescu, 2010, p. 

313). 

             Religion is always considered an integral part of political relations, but the role of 

religion in politics changes over time depending on certain factors that lead to the emergence 

of successful religious parties in the national political sphere, and this is what is known as the 

politicization of religion (Altınordu, 2010, p. 518). To understand the nature of populist 

religious parties, it is necessary to study the phenomenon of politicization of religion, which 

refers to the methods used by traditional religion, whether in extreme or moderate forms, to 
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legitimize a particular regime, a political community, or a social order (Zúquete, 2017). The 

politicization of religion begins after the occurrence of abuse and persecution against religious 

activists, which prompts them to engage in political work so that a religious party is built if an 

effective religious defence is not found from the existing political parties (Altınordu, 2010, p. 

524). The new religious party will be successful in the ability of members of the religious 

community to politically mobilize in the face of perceived grievances and threats to their 

societal and religious lifestyles. The state's anti-clerical or repressive policies towards the 

religious community create grievances, leading to mass protest actions such as public 

demonstrations and petitions that make the religious community more susceptible to political 

mobilization so that it is easier to be mobilized in elections (ibid.). 

             The religious party tries to protect its rights and dominate the state through the use of 

religious ideologies and texts, and thus there is a public interaction between religion and 

politics so that both actors are influenced by each other, as politics becomes religionized as a 

result of the politicization of religion (Ivanescu, 2010, p. 323). 

Religious Populism 

Populism is an ideology that divides society and politics as a struggle between two opposing 

camps: virtuous and homogeneous people against a range of elites and dangerous “others,” 

who are portrayed as depriving people of their rights, voice, values, and identity (Albertazzi & 

McDonnell, 2008, p. 3). Religious populism is a form of populism, but it is characterized by 

the production of populism in a specific religious style or key (Zúquete, 2017). For religious 

populism, religion is important first and foremost as an indicator of identity to distinguish 

between good “us” and evil “them.” (DeHanas & Marat Shterin, 2018, p. 177). To strengthen 

the appeal of its base, the populist religious party supports projects for building religious places 

as well as conservative religious education (ibid., p. 181). The leaders of religious populism, 
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like the populist leader, decide everything, for example, who has the legitimacy to speak and 

participate, who belongs to the party, or who is excluded and marginalized (Cofman Wittes & 

Mizrahi-Arnaud, 2019, p. 2). Religious populist politicians use religion in their calls to the 

people for vigilance and resistance to outsiders and elites, as religion provides an infinite 

variety of cultural resources such as religious symbols, ideas, feelings of belonging and 

difference to be used in populist religious politics (DeHanas & Marat Shterin, 2018, p. 182). 

             Some define the relationship between populism and religion as religion is hijacked 

from a party or group, where people are defined as a “friend” or “enemy”, and this type of 

populists consider that religion is an identity and not a belief, and they want to create a religious 

enemy that is seen as incompatible with integration into the original community (Arato & 

Cohen, 2017). In populist logic, religious identity helps demonize the enemy while moralizing 

the friend, and a deep threat to religious traditions is shown by framing elites and others as 

immoral and corrupt (Arato & Cohen, 2018, p. 108). Also, populist religious identity politics 

are not the same as they differ from one country to another. While religion in one country is 

hijacked to pass a policy, religion is considered cultural in another country and linked to its 

nationalism (Arato & Cohen, 2017). Religious populism is linked to social conservatism and 

therefore opposes policies that promote LGBT rights and gender equality, as well as foreigners. 

             Some adopt a definition of religious populism to two different axes, the first of which 

is horizontal, where it is assumed that people are against foreigners, while the other, which is 

vertical, presents a different perspective in terms of addressing people against elites (Öztürk & 

Ben-Porat, 2021, p. 2). Thus, family values are linked to both axes in terms of playing on 

demographic concerns about high birth rates among immigrant foreigners while they are low 

among the population, with the elites being stigmatized for moral corruption and lack of 

commitment to traditional values (ibid.). Therefore, religious populism, like most populist 
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forces, seeks to monopolize the state apparatus to punish enemies and reward supporters 

(Cofman Wittes & Mizrahi-Arnaud, 2019, p. 9). 
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Chapter 3: Contextualizing of Israeli 

Secularism 

This chapter consists of a literature review on the State of Israel that examines Israeli 

secularism from an isolationist and comparative perspective. First, Zionism and its relationship 

with secularism and Judaism and the nature of the relationship between Zionism and different 

religious parties will be presented. Then, classifications of religious affiliations in Jewish 

society will be presented. Then an overview of the reasons for the rise of the religious trend in 

Israel, with an indication of the size of the religious parties in the state institutions, such as the 

government, parliament, and the army. Finally, secularism and secularization in Israel will be 

discussed by analysing the strengths and weaknesses of secularism in Israel.  

Zionism and its Relationship to Secularism and Religion 

The name “Zionism” is derived from the biblical “Zion” which is the traditional synonym for 

“Jerusalem” and “The Land of Israel” (Dron, 1983, p. 80). Zionism began as a movement of 

Jewish minorities, to achieve the national aspirations of the Jewish people and establish their 

state, and to find a legal and political solution to the problem of the Jews by settling them in 

the “Land of Israel.” (ibid.). It was natural for this national call to clash with traditional Jewish 

messianic concepts. Therefore, the Orthodox Jews strongly opposed it on religious and 

ideological grounds since its beginnings in the nineteenth century, as they reject the idea of 

nationalism as a unifying factor for the Jews as an alternative to the implementation of religious 

obligations and adherence to the teachings of the Torah (Shamaa, 2012, p. 29). 

             And although Zionism considered itself secular, it employed some of the texts of the 

Torah to achieve its political and colonial goals to gather Jews from all parts of the world in 
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the “Promised Land” the land of Palestine, and to apply divine salvation in a secular and 

mundane way without waiting for the messiah, as the religious people say (Hassan, 1997, pp. 

62-63). This means that the leaders of Zionism exploited a religious idea that has its place in 

the Jewish religion, which is the idea of salvation and Christ the Saviour, and they implemented 

this idea by secular means within the application of the settlement policy, and the attempt to 

convince the Jewish groups that they are a free nation to apply self-determination, as well as 

convincing the world that they are a national nation that has the right to the land of Palestine 

(Shamaa, 2012, p. 40). The Zionist movement has succeeded to a large extent in exploiting 

these religious texts and feelings and modifying them in a way that serves its goals and political 

agenda. On the one hand, it has succeeded in convincing some religious forces which later 

became known as the nationalist movement or religious Zionism, and on the other hand, it 

succeeded in gathering the Jews in the land of Palestine and achieving worldly salvation (Al-

Naami, 2014, p. 70). 

             In order for the leaders of Zionism to ensure a unified position for the Jews upon the 

establishment of the State of Israel, an agreement was drawn up. “The status quo” is a term 

given to the agreement that took place between the Haredi religious movements and parties, 

and between the Zionist movement and the Jewish Agency, to achieve a compromise solution, 

that the government will not change the status quo, and will try to preserve what exists from a 

religious point of view (Lerner, 2015, p. 425). This agreement came, through the letter of Ben-

Gurion addressed in 1949, in the name of the Jewish Agency to the Agudat Yisrael movement 

to guarantee a unified position for the Jews in the “Land of Israel”, and to guarantee the support 

of Agudat Israel in the issue of the establishment of the state, in exchange for the Zionist 

movement’s pledge to preserve the current religious situation, and not making a change in it, 

this situation was represented in the issues of the Sabbath, the lawful religious marriage, 

religious education, the personal status on the Jewish law, and the consideration of the state as 
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Jewish when it is established (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 62; Neuberger, 1994, p. 42). Despite the 

ambiguity and generality of the letter’s language, the arrangements that were based on it were 

clear—they gave the religious privileges to influence the lives of the Israelis in many areas, 

especially personal status, service in the army, and funds to religious people (Haidar, 2011, p. 

289). 

             It is very easy for anyone who reads Zionist thought to notice that the Zionist 

movement was a secular, political, and national movement, and at no time was a religious 

movement of any form. The leaders of Zionism were not religious or enthusiastic about 

religion, but most of them were melted in European societies and Western civilization and were 

rejecting religion in whole and in detail (Al-Naami, 2014, p. 53). The Zionist movement 

rejected all religious rules that contradict its goals; the mystical content, the idea of waiting for 

the coming of the Saviour Christ, the idea of returning to Palestine through the miracle, and 

other ideas that would keep the Jews content with their lives, waiting for the promised future 

(Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 205). 

Classifications of Religious Affiliations in Jewish Society 

The Jewish community in Israel is divided in terms of its attitude towards religion into three 

groups: 

Religious People 

They are the ones who keep the commandments of the Jewish religion as determined by the 

rabbis; they are absolutely committed to the teachings of religion and Jewish law; they 

regularly perform daily prayers in the synagogue and perform all religious worship and rituals 

(Al-Naami, 2014, pp. 10-11; Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 90).  Shahak and Mtsvinsky (2003) defined 

the religious Jews in Israel as the one who believes in everything that is stated in the holy books 
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of the Jews and declares his commitment to performing religious worship and rituals according 

to the Jewish law (halakha) (p. 33). Most of the religious Jews in Israel belong to Orthodox 

Judaism which achieved great success in Israel, as it has become the official religion of the 

state, as the state does not recognize any of the other Jewish currents (Al-Farouqi, 1988, pp. 

76-77). Jewish Orthodoxy is the largest sect and the most widespread among the Jewish 

currents in the world and it emerged as a reaction against liberation and enlightenment and as 

a reaction against religious reform (Shamaa, 2012, pp. 54-55). 

             Jewish Orthodoxy believes that the Jewish religion is not a doctrine, but a practical 

religion and a system of life, and Orthodoxy adheres to the Jewish law as sacred to God, and 

therefore strictly adheres to the Talmudic texts (ibid., p. 56). The Orthodox stream is divided 

into two streams, the first being the ultra-Orthodox/ Haredi, and the second is the modern 

Orthodoxy /religious Zionism (Al-Naami, 2014, p. 12).  

Ultra-Orthodox/ Haredi 

The word “Haredi” means the pious and the Haredi Jews usually wear the costumes of Eastern 

European Jews, which is a long black coat and a black hat, in addition to the “Tallit” which is 

a special prayer shawl for Jews, often white in its four corners (Hassan, 2015; Shahak & 

Mtsvinsky, 2001, p. 35).). They send their chins up to their chests, and their hairs where braided 

tufts of hair hang from behind their ears (Jundi, 2020). Haredi women are very similar in their 

clothes to Muslim women, as many Haredi women wear a dress almost identical to the burqa 

worn by some Muslim women (Hassan, 2015). 

             Ultra-Orthodox is a trend in Jewish fundamentalism with multiple wings and sects, 

united by the claim to adhere to the literalism of the Jewish heritage from the Torah and 

Talmud, in view, action, and behaviour, and they reject Zionism. (Bashir, 2006, p. 23, Shahar, 

2005, p. 7). The Haredi community in Israel adheres to the most exaggerated and strict 

interpretations of halakha and its traditions, but on the social level, they consider themselves 
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the ideal, that all Jews must emulate (Bashir, 2005). This sect provides its adherents with a set 

of sectarian services such as religious courts, teachers and guides, a complete system for 

licensing slaughterhouses, bakeries, restaurants, food and drinks according to the legal rules 

(Kosher), educational and cultural places, marriage, a fund to help families who want to marry 

off their males, and funds for the needy families, a rabbinic fund, a committee for the sanctity 

of the Sabbath, and a weekly newspaper (Shamaa, 2012, pp. 62-63). 

             The Orthodox current includes several conflicting wings within it and the word of its 

rabbis did not unite under one central organization that brings together the Orthodox Jews in 

the world, as the Haredim were divided between those who dealt with the Zionist movement 

looking forward to the unity of the Jewish people and today, this wing represents the Agudat 

Yisrael and Degel HaTorah party (currently united in the United Torah Judaism bloc that 

represents the Ashkenazi Haredim) and Shas, which represents the ultra-Orthodox / Sephardic 

party ((Al-Shara’a & Barakat, 2005). The second wing of Haredi does not recognize or 

cooperate with the Zionist movement or Israel and represents Neturei Karta and Haredi sect 

movements (ibid.). 

             The Haredi Jews confer with their religious leader and do not yield to authority or pay 

attention to it, especially since these people do not use technological means and therefore, they 

do not watch television, not listen to the radio, nor read newspapers (Jundi, 2020). The Haredi 

population is 13.6% of the country's population, and their number doubles every ten years, and 

it is expected that in 2028 they will be more than one-fifth, and in 2059 their percentage will 

exceed 34.6% of the total population, as the average number of births in the Haredi family is 

10 children or more (ibid.; Lintl, 2020). Many also question the loyalty of those who adhere to 

some form of ultra-orthodox Judaism, whether it is to the state or the rabbi. In fact, the majority 

of them with 78% consider their primary identity as Jewish and not Israeli (Arian et al., 2011, 

p. 65). 
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Modern Orthodox /Religious Zionism 

It is a religious Zionist movement opposed to the secular trend, but it recognizes Zionism and 

has departed from the religious concept calling for waiting for the Saviour Christ, to believe in 

the idea of the Zionist movement calling for not waiting for the Christ and relying on the work 

of the Jews themselves with the aim of “returning” to Palestine to establish the state (Al-Naami, 

2014, p. 12). This sect is described as not strict as it allows women to participate in politics, 

and their clothing is normal but with a hood on the head (Shahak & Mtsvinsky, 2001, p. 37). 

But some believe that religious Zionism tends to be strict, as it did not establish special 

institutes to teach rabbis from among its followers who wish to do so, forcing them to go to 

Haredi schools, to come new rabbis who do not honour the state, and do not give religious 

Zionism much importance (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 112). 

             This movement witnessed splits and unions, and this is still the case until now, where, 

before any parliamentary elections, a new party emerges from an old party, as it was recently 

with the New Right (Yamina) party that split from the Jewish Home Party (Bsharat, 2019, p. 

19). Yamina and the Religious Zionism party today represent this trend in the Knesset (Knesset 

website - Currently Functioning Parliamentary Groups, 2021), and the first religious prime 

minister in the history of Israel, Naftali Bennett, is one of the leaders of religious Zionism 

(Kessler, 2021). 

And to find out how the followers of this current define their identity, whether it is 

Jewish or Israeli, there was the same percentage that was in the ultra-Orthodox, which is 78%, 

who consider their primary identity to be Jewish (Arian et al., 2011, p. 65). The number of 

participants in the largest demonstration of religious Zionism is estimated at about 700,000, 

while the Israeli Central Statistics Center estimates that about 10-12 of the Jewish public follow 

this trend (Bsharat, 2019, p. 23). 
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Traditional Jews 

As for the second group, it is represented by the traditional Jews who adhere to religion 

selectively as they perform the obligatory and light rituals so that they do not regularly perform 

daily prayers in the synagogues, and they also avoid worship that requires effort and time while 

they maintain a normal lifestyle, and most of the traditionalists are Jews of origin Eastern (Al-

Naami, 2014, p. 10). The traditionalists feel that religion is important to them to express their 

identity and community, even though they only attend synagogue on special occasions, they 

do not always respect the Sabbath, and they may also break the Jewish food law (Howson, 

2014, p. 45). 61% of the traditionalists define their primary identity as Judaism, compared to 

32% of them identifying it as Israeli (Arian et al., 2011, p. 70). 

Secular 

The third group is the secular, who are committed to respecting religious occasions, but as 

national occasions (Al-Naami, 2014, p. 10). They often do not perform any religious rituals, 

and also do not respect rabbis and religious institutions, and the line between traditional and 

secular Jews is often blurred (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 90). Secular not only celebrate the Jewish 

holidays as national but created new occasions such as the Israeli Independence Day, but the 

ultra-Orthodox/Haredi do not respect this occasion, and some of them dance and tear the Israeli 

flag and burn it during the minute of silence on the anniversary of the independence for the 

souls of the war dead (Shavit & Shavit, 2016, p. 32; Jundi, 2020). 

             Secular belief more than others that democracy should take precedence over Jewish 

law, and they vote for several parties, but most of them do not vote for a religious party, except 

for some from the eastern sect who vote on an ethnic basis for the religious Shas party (Howson, 

2014, p. 46). The secular are divided into two groups in terms of anti-religion, some of them 

are hostile to religion but the others are not, regardless of this division, the majority of secular 
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define their primary identity as Israeli, with a percentage of about 65% (Arian et al., 2011, p. 

71). 

Several studies show the percentages of each of the three groups divided according to 

their commitment to religion; religious, traditional, and secular, but these percentages are not 

close and this is due to the lack of cooperation of a large percentage of the Haredi with opinion 

polls, as well as the overlap of the groups with each other whether between the Haredi stream 

and the religious Zionist trend, or between the religious and the traditional, or even between 

the traditional and the secular (Bashir, 2006, p. 17). The website of the Israeli Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs (2013) equates the percentage of religious and secular with 20%, while the 

remaining 60% belong to the traditionalists. An old study shows that the secular rate is 20%, 

while the secular is between 25-30%, and the traditional has the largest percentage between 

50-55% (Shahak & Mtsvinsky, 2001, p. 34). And the latest statistics found by the researcher 

are issued by the Israeli Central Bureau of Statistics shows that Ultra-Orthodox 10.1%, Low 

Zionist 11.3%, while 43.2% of Israeli citizens and the rest are traditional (Kln, 2019). From the 

foregoing, it appears that the percentage of religious Jews is between 20-25%, which is a 

percentage that is likely to increase in the coming years for several reasons, the most important 

of which is the high fertility rate of Haredi women, 7.1 children on average, while the rate is 

2.2 children for secular women (Nachshoni, 2019). And that is why the former Israeli president, 

Reuven Rivlin, said that secular Zionism has lost its cohesive force with the emergence of a 

new Israeli system that includes four groups, including Arabs, ultra-Orthodox, secular and 

religious Zionists, which are negotiating a new social order in which the problem is to agree 

on a meaning acceptable to all about the meaning of a Jewish state (Lintl, 2020). 
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Reasons for the Rise of the Religious Trend in Israel 

There is a complexity in religiosity in Israel, due to the impact of the sharp division of society 

between sectarian, ethnic, and national on the religious situation, especially with the mixing of 

ethnic and religious, and this made it difficult to build a specific theoretical perception that 

explains the growing religious situation in Israel and its impact of this on society. A theoretical 

perception may be found to explaining the growth of a specific religious force, but it is not 

suitable to explain the growth of the rest of the religious forces in Israel (Al-Naami, 2014, p. 

29). However, in this section, the reasons for the growing religious forces in the Jewish 

community in Israel will be discussed. 

             The military victories that Israel achieved over the Arab countries had played a major 

role in creating a suitable environment for the demand for religiosity, as political sociologists 

in Israel believe that most of the population groups view these victories as the fulfillment of 

Talmudic prophecies (ibid., p. 33). The 1967 war is considered the most important war that 

affected the growth of the Jewish religious movement, as the Jews considered the results of 

this war a divine miracle, enabling their army to defeat several armies and occupy the Sinai 

desert, the Golan Heights, the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, which strengthened the feeling 

of confidence in the Jewish community and more young people became religious and 

abandoned to secularism in the hope of achieving salvation and the return of the Saviour Christ 

(Lustek, 1991, p. 6; Ghanem, 2015, pp. 53-54). 

             There are those who assert that the biggest factor for the growth of religious parties, 

especially Haredi parties such as Agudat Yisrael and Shas, is religious education and its 

attainment of complete independence, as the recognition of religious education and its receipt 

of government support entered into the status quo agreement (Shahak & Mtsvinsky, 2001, p. 

62; Kamel, 2018, p. 239). The Haredi controls the networks of schools and institutes, and they 

also have an influence on the networks of other schools through the religious trend taking over 
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the Ministry of Education for many years (Shamaa, 2012, p. 112). About 300,000 male and 

female students, study in religious schools, constituting 18% of the number of Jewish students 

in general (Jundi, 2020). Another factor that contributed to the rise of the religious trend is the 

lack of singularity of any party informing the Israeli government, which encouraged religious 

parties to participate in the Knesset elections to participate in governments within a government 

coalition, which enables them to achieve their interests that they exploit in the service of their 

supporters and attract new supporters (Ghanem, 2015, pp. 55). 

             The strength of the religious trend has also increased due to the economic, 

demographic, and cultural changes that Israel has undergone. In 1979, Israel was exposed to 

an economic crisis that forced its government to adopt a policy of privatization, which 

exacerbated the problem of unemployment and reduced financial support for the poor (Haider, 

2005, p. 54). The right-wing government, despite reducing social benefits for the poor inside 

Israel, gave the settlers in the West Bank economic advantages, making the settlements 

attracted the sons of the poor (Al-Naami, 2010). The movement of these people to the 

settlements led to a revolution in their political and ideological orientations, and all of them 

turned to support religious or right-wing parties that reject the idea of withdrawing from the 

Palestinian territories (Al-Naami, 2014, p. 213). Also, privatization forced the poor, especially 

those who did not move to the settlements, to become attached to religious parties that have 

social institutions that provide support to the poor, and the children of the poor obtained great 

facilities to join the religious education network, and it is natural that many of these poor people 

turned towards religiosity (Haider, 2005, p. 61). 

The demographic shifts are represented in the increase in birth rates among the religious 

compared to the secular, where the number of births for a religious Jewish woman ranges 

between 7 to 9, while a secular Jewish mother ranges from 1.5 to 2 or a little more (Al-Naami, 
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2014, p. 219). The Haredi religious current represented only about 4% when the state was 

declared, while today the percentage is more than 10% (Al-Naami, 2020, p. 31). 

Cultural shifts played an important role in providing an environment that allowed the 

growing influence of the religious currents in Israel (Al-Naami, 2010). The last three decades 

have seen many secular segments study religious heritage, which made many of them become 

close to religion (David, 2000, p. 320). Globalization also had a role in the growing influence 

of religious forces that attacked globalization in order to preserve the religious heritage and 

Jewish cultural identity (Bashir, 2006, p. 21). The elites of the religious trend have employed 

the growing influences of globalization in creating alternative historiography and archaeology 

by linking them to holy places linked to figures from the Torah (ibid.). 

             And one of the reasons for the growing role of religious forces in the collapse of 

ideological differences between secular parties, especially in how to deal with the Palestinians, 

where these parties are now presenting the same positions, which made the Israeli public-facing 

similar secular programs with various programs of religious parties that attract more supporters 

(Al-Naami, 2014, p. 223). Also, the Zionist religious movement took the initiative to infiltrate 

the secular parties, especially the right-wing Likud party, which is expected to continue to win 

the highest seats in the elections in light of the collapse of the left, in order to influence 

decision-making to strengthen the religious trend (ibid., p. 224). 

The Role of Jewish Religious Parties in Israeli Political Life 

Religious parties have played a clear role since the establishment of the State of Israel, 

specifically in light of the existence of the status quo agreement, where the form of the 

relationship between religion and the state was not specifically defined, and therefore religious 

parties had an important role in shaping the political and social life in Israel. In this section, 

attention is focused on the role of Jewish religious parties in the political life in Israel, 
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represented in the official institutions (legislative, executive, and judicial), as well as the 

military institution. 

Representation of the Religious Parties in the Israeli Parliament 

The Israeli parliament is called the Knesset, and it is the legislative authority in Israel that has 

the absolute authority to enact laws and also to draft a constitution for the State of Israel, 

which has not been drawn up today due to the parties’ disagreement on its nature. The 

number of Knesset members is 120 and they are elected directly through Lists representing 

parties, for a term of four years (Knesset Website, 2021). 

             Table 1 shows the evolution of the representation of religious parties in the Israeli 

parliament since the declaration of the state. The decline in religious representation in some 

electoral cycles, after 1977, is due to the competition of a large number of religious parties 

and movements, which led to the scattering of their votes and a decline in their 

representation.  

             Table 1 shows only the seats occupied by religious members through religious parties 

only, but in actuality, there are other religious members who were elected through non-religious 

parties, as there is a phenomenon that is not new, in terms of the religious penetration of secular 

parties, and therefore there are religious members of the Knesset who are not representatives 

of religious parties (Al-Naami, 2012). This phenomenon has become significantly noticeable 

in the last two decades, where the followers of the Zionist religious trend focus in particular on 

penetrating Secular parties, particularly those with a right-wing orientation, such as Likud and 

Yisrael Beiteinu, as part of a scheme that aims to exert the greatest influence on the decision-

making circle in Israel (ibid.). This phenomenon can also be seen from the clear reluctance of 

the followers of the Zionist religious trend to join the parties that represent this trend, and this 

explains the decrease in the representation of the Zionist religious trend in the Knesset 

including the disappearance of some of its parties, while the Haredi parties maintain their  
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Parliamentary 

session 

Represented religious parties Number 

of Seats 

Votes in 

Percentage 

1949 - 1951 United Religious Front (Hamizrahi, Hapo’el Hamizrahi, Agudat 

Yisrael, and Po’alei Agudat Yisrael) 

16 12.2 

 

1951 - 1955 Hapo'el Hamizrahi, Agudat Yisrael, Po'alei Agudat Yisrael and 

Mizrahi 

15 11.9 

1955 - 1959 National Religious Party (Mizrahi and Hapo'el Mizrahi) and 

United Torah Front (Agudat Yisrael and Po’alei Agudat Yisrael) 

17 13.8 

1959 - 1961 National Religious Party and United Torah Front (Agudat Yisrael 

and Po’alei Agudat Yisrael) 

18 14.6 

1961 - 1965 National Religious Party, Agudat Yisral and Po'alei Agudat 

Yisrael 

18 15.4 

1965 - 1969 National Religious Party, Agudat Yisral and Po'alei Agudat 

Yisrael 

17 14 

1969 - 1973 National Religious Party, Agudat Yisral and Po'alei Agudat 

Yisrael 

18 14.8 

1974 - 1977 National Religious Party and United Torah Front (Agudat Yisrael 

and Po’alei Agudat Yisrael) 

15 12.1 

1977 - 1981 National Religious Party, Agudat Yisral and Po'alei Agudat 

Yisrael 

17 13.8 

1981 - 1984 National Religious Party and Agudat Yisral 10 8.6 

1984 - 1988 National Religious Party, Shas and Agudat Yisral 10 8.3 

1988 - 1992 National Religious Party, Shas and Agudat Yisral 16 13.1 

1992 - 1996 National Religious Party, Shas and United Torah Judaism 

(Agudat Yisrael and Degel Hatorah) 

16 13.2 

1996 - 1999 National Religious Party, Shas and Agudat Yisrael  23 20.1 

1999 - 2003 National Religious Party, Shas and Agudat Yisrael  27 20.9 

2003 - 2006 National Religious Party, Shas and United Torah Judaism 

(Agudat Yisrael and Degel Hatorah) 

22 16.7 

2006 - 2009 Ichud Leumi – Mafdal, Shas and United Torah Judaism (Agudat 

Yisrael and Degel Hatorah) 

27 21.3 

2009 - 2013 The Jewish Home - New National Religious Party, Shas and 

United Torah Judaism (Agudat Yisrael and Degel Hatorah) 

19 15.8 

2013 - 2015 The Jewish Home, Shas and United Torah Judaism (Agudat 

Yisrael and Degel Hatorah) 

30 23.03 

2015 - 2019 The Jewish Home, Shas and United Torah Judaism (Agudat 

Yisrael and Degel Hatorah) 

21 17.47 

2019 - 2019 The Jewish Home, Shas and United Torah Judaism (Agudat 

Yisrael and Degel Hatorah) 

21 15.47 

2019 - 2020 Yamina (The Jewish Home and the New Right), Shas and United 

Torah Judaism (Agudat Yisrael and Degel Hatorah) 

23 19.37 

2020 - 2021 Yamina (The Jewish Home and the New Right), Shas and United 

Torah Judaism (Agudat Yisrael and Degel Hatorah) 

22 18.91 

2021 - Religious Zionism, Yamina (The Jewish Home and the New 

Right), Shas and United Torah Judaism (Agudat Yisrael and 

Degel Hatorah) 

29 24.13 

Table 1 “The evolution of the representation of religious parties in the Israeli parliament since the declaration of 

the state”2 

 
2 The table was prepared by the researcher based on the data provided by the website of the Israeli 
Parliament, the Knesset website. 
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strength as shown in Table 1 (Al-Naami, 2020, p. 54). In the first parliamentary session 1949-

1951, it appears from Table 1 that the seats for religious parties are 16, while in reality there 

were 19 seats occupied by religious members, and this matter applies to all parliamentary 

sessions, as in the parliamentary session 2009-2013 religious parties occupied 19 seats in the 

Knesset as shown in Table 1, while there were actually 40 seats occupied by religious people, 

that is, there are 21 religious members represented by non-religious parties (ibid., p. 56). 

Representation of Religious Parties in the Israeli Government 

Since the first Knesset's elections, no bloc has been able to obtain a parliamentary majority, at 

least 61 members who support the government, and it is worth noting that all of Israel's 

governments have been in a coalition in order to be able to obtain the confidence of the Knesset 

members (Knesset website, 2021). It is noteworthy that the formation of most Israeli 

governments depended on the participation of one or more religious parties (see table 2). In 

order to understand the role of religious parties in forming different governments and their 

flexibility, we should understand the classification of parties according to the degree of 

ideological commitment, which is divided into two types. The first is the ideological party that 

adheres to an ideological program that it seeks to implement, whether it is in power or the 

opposition, while the second type is the pragmatic party, which enjoys the flexibility that 

enables it to bargain and reach power and do not prioritize any ideological goals (Shamaa, 

2012, p. 15). There are those who believe that the Jewish religious parties in Israel combine 

the two patterns in a phenomenon that may characterize them, where the Jewish religious party 

adopts a religious ideology and has a direct relationship with a religious institution, but at the 

same time it uses the methods bargaining and procrastination to achieve its party interests 

which can conflict with its ideology and this is evident in the negotiations to form government 

coalitions or in blackmailing the larger party so that the government coalition does not fall 

(ibid., p. 81). 
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             Table 2 shows the number of ministerial portfolios that the Jewish religious parties 

have obtained in each government since the establishment of the State of Israel for the current 

government, which is headed for the first time by a religious. When approaching the issue of 

religious participation in Israeli governments, it is useful to understand the nature of the 

political system in terms of its relationship to religion, it is not only important to focus on the 

number of ministerial portfolios obtained by religious parties, but rather the success of religious 

parties in dictating their ideological positions and interests in coalition agreements (Al-Naami, 

2020, p. 58). The religious commitment to monopolizing service ministries is clear in Table 2, 

and that is to achieve several goals. The first of these goals is to market their religious and 

social ideologies by controlling the ministries of religion, culture, and education, in addition, 

to support their own institutions, whether religious or educational (ibid.). Religious parties have 

also been keen to control the Ministry of the Interior, which specializes in setting budgets 

assigned to the local government authorities, not only to preserve their political power but also 

to attract and win more supporters. The religious parties did not give up ministries that would 

enable them to implement their political and ideological agenda as housing or settlement 

ministries, which control construction projects in Jewish settlements in the occupied territories 

(ibid.).  

             Religious parties have also succeeded in taking advantage of the need of major parties 

to form the government coalition in imposing their vision and positions on governments by 

passing laws to enhance the religious character of the state and take into account the interests 

of the religious public. Prior to the success of the populist Likud Party in 1977, religious parties 

participated in government coalitions, but they did not play a big role as it became after 1977, 

when there became two major parties and not a single major party as it had been since the 

establishment of the state to 1977 (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 151). Nevertheless, religious parties 

played an important role in stabilizing any government before 1977, as they succeeded in 
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ensuring that all governments respect the Jewish character of the state. And if any government 

tried to change this character, the fate would have been its downfall, as in the third government 

in 1951, when two Haredi parties withdrew after the prime minister’s proposal to establish a 

unified secular education system binding on all, and to issue instructions to conscript girls, so 

the government fell (Knesset website, 2021). 

             By examining the governmental coalition agreements published on the Knesset 

website, we find that the religious parties have guaranteed many laws and obligations that 

preserve the Jewish character of the state, including (ibid.):  

● Enact a law prohibiting the dissection of corpses, except after consulting with the chief 

rabbinate and obligating the state to observe the jurisprudence provisions related to 

dealing with dead bodies. 

● Granting great powers to religious courts as they have the sole jurisdiction to decide on 

requests for conversion to Jewish and amending the Judaism law so that states do not 

recognize the Jewishness of people except with the approval of the Chief Rabbinate. 

And the adoption of the law of who is a Jew according to the Orthodox vision. 

● Amending the Penal Code to prevent abortions for social reasons. 

● Enact a law respecting the sanctity of Shabbat and Jewish holidays, and obligating 

public transportation to stop working completely, including the Israeli El Al airlines. 

● The state is committed to the right of workers to refuse to work in emergency 

situations on Saturdays or holidays due to their religious convictions, and this does 

not affect their careers. 
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Government Number 

of 

ministers 

Number of 

religious 

ministers 

Ministries dominated by the religious 

1949 - 1950 18 6 Health, Religions, Aliyah, Welfare, Interior, War Victims 

1950 - 1951 19 6 Health, Religions, Aliyah, Welfare, Interior, War Victims 

1951 - 1952 21 7 Welfare, Education and Culture, Health, Religions, Interior, 

Post, Transportation 

1952 - 1955 18 3 Welfare, Religions, Post 

1955 - 1955 17 4 Welfare, Religions, Post, Interior 

1955 - 1959 20 3 Welfare, Religions, Post 

1959 - 1961 18 3 Welfare, Post, Interior 

1961 - 1963 18 4 Welfare, Religions, Health, Interior 

1963 - 1966 20 4 Welfare, Religions, Health, Interior 

1966 - 1969 23 3 Welfare, Religions, Interior 

1969 - 1974 25 4 Welfare, Religions, Interior, Education and Culture 

1974 - 1977 24 3 Welfare, Religions, Interior 

1977 - 1981 25 3 Education and Culture, Interior, Religious Affairs 

1981 - 1984 23 5 Education, Interior, Religious Affairs, Labour and Social 

Welfare, Assimilation  

1984 - 1988 25 4 Two ministers of State, Interior, Religious Affairs 

1988 - 1990 25 4 Two ministers of State, Assimilation, Religious Affairs 

1990 - 1992 25 6 Deputy Prime Minister, Education, Industry and Commerce, 

Communications, Religions, Assimilation 

1992 - 1996 24 1 Interior, four deputy ministers 

1996 - 1999 23 8 Deputy Prime Minister, Finance, Interior, Labour and Social 

Welfare, Education, Transportation, Housing 

1999 - 2001 24 6 Religious Affairs, Diaspora Affairs, Infrastructure, Health, 

Labour and Social Welfare, Housing 

2001 - 2003 25 9 Deputy Prime Minister, Health, Interior, Labour and Social 

Welfare, Jerusalem Affairs, Tourism, two Ministers of State 

2003 - 2006 28 3 Social affairs, Housing, Tourism 

2006 - 2009 30 5 Deputy Prime Minister, Interior, Religions, Minister of State, 

Communications 

2009 - 2013 35 9 Deputy Prime Minister, Interior, Justice, Housing, Religious 

Affairs, Media, Health, Science, Minister of State 

2013 - 2015 34 6 Housing, Religions, Education, Economy, Senior Citizens, 

Industry 

2015 - 2019 32 10 Education, Interior, Agriculture, Development of the Galilee 

and the Negev, Diaspora, Jerusalem, Religious Affairs, 

Justice, Economy and Industry, Health 

2019 - 2019 31 8 Education, Interior, Agriculture, Development of the Galilee 

and the Negev, Diaspora, Religious Affairs, Justice, Transport  

2019 - 2020 31 7 Defence, Health, Education, Interior, Transport and Road 

Safety, Development of the Galilee and the Negev, Religions 

2020 - 2021 35 4 Construction and Housing, Jerusalem, Interior, Finance 

2021 - 35 4 Prime Minister, Religious Affairs, Settlement, Interior 

Table 2 “Ministerial portfolios obtained by religious parties since the declaration of the state”3 

 
3 The table was prepared by the researcher based on the data provided by the website of the Israeli 
Parliament, the Knesset website. 
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● The government's commitment to the independence of independent religious learning 

and its equality in terms of government support for formal education, while doubling 

the religious education allocated to the children of new immigrants. Likewise, a law 

was enacted that guarantees the right of independent religious education institutions to 

determine the curricula it deems appropriate, and state funding for this education 

without any authority to supervise it. 

● The government funds the launch of radio stations to raise Jewish awareness among 

young people while giving licenses and support for launching television and radio 

channels for the religious audience. 

● Each government had to abide by previous agreements with the religious trend. 

● The government has the obligation to confront the spread of pornography, while not 

allowing harm to the social way of life in areas where religious people live. 

● Each new coalition agreement guaranteed financial aid to large families, most of which 

are religious Jewish families, as well as increased budgets for funding religious 

services, support for religious institutions, and religious education. 

Representation of Religious Parties in the Judiciary 

The function of the judicial authority in Israel is assumed by two systems. The first is the civil 

judicial system, which includes three judicial levels: the Magistrate’s Court, the Central Court, 

and the Supreme Court (Knesset website, 2021). This judiciary is characterized as an 

independent body that is not related to the other two authorities and is not controlled by any 

party, while the second system is the religious judiciary, which is divided into the judiciary of 

the Sephardim and the judiciary of the Ashkenazim, as well as the judiciary of other Jewish 

sects. There are courts for Muslims, courts for Christians, and others for Druze, and these courts 

specialize in the personal status of members of each religion (Shamaa, 2012, p. 101). 
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The Jewish religious courts are not independent due to their association with religious 

forces more than others. It is noted here that religious courts of all kinds are subject to the 

supervision of the Ministry of Religions and not the Ministry of Justice (Shahar, 1993, p. 333). 

There is a relationship between religious forces and the authority of the Jewish religious courts, 

as the ruling of these courts is in accordance with the Jewish laws, which the religious powers 

and reference define and explain. The Jewish community has two chief rabbis who represent 

the religious authority of the eastern and western sects, and the two chief rabbis participate in 

the Supreme Religious Court of Appeal (Shamaa, 2012, p. 103). The selection of the judges of 

the Religious Court of Justice is through the religious parties through their work in the 

government and the Knesset (Al-Shara’a, & Barakat, 2005, p. 277). The Ministry of Religions, 

which is often headed by one of the rabbis of the religious parties, controls the work of the 

religious courts, as it pays the salaries of the judges of these courts (ibid.). The religious 

judiciary is independent of the civil judiciary as the High Court of Justice does not have the 

right to appeal cases to religious courts (ibid.).  

             The High Court of Justice had refrained from interfering in political cases until the 

1990s when Aharon Barak was elected as its president, which gave the court the right to 

interfere in political matters, including the relationship of religion to the state, and the Knesset 

began to accept the court’s opinions, and thus the court became hated by religious currents after 

its rulings on issues of identity and election conditions (Zichermann, 2020, p. 52). The religious 

people consider that the court is hostile to them, they called the court the Council of Secular 

Elders and described its president as the chief rabbi of secular Israel (Al-Shara’a, & Barakat, 

2005, p. 275). Therefore, the religious trend seeks to influence the civil judiciary, including the 

Supreme Court of Justice, by enacting laws that limit the work of the court or by appointing 

religious judges. During the era of the Jewish Home representing religious Zionism, when it 

controlled the Ministry of Justice, a coup occurred in the composition of the Supreme Court in 
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terms of selecting three judges belonging to the national religious trend to become members of 

the court (Bsharat, 2019, p. 84). Not only that, but in the same party's mandate over the Ministry 

of Justice, 300 out of 800 judges were appointed, and this is a record number that was not made 

during the era of another Minister of Justice (ibid., p. 85), and there is a clear suspicion in those 

appointments that they were made on political grounds by choosing judges according to their 

ideological identity (Arab48, 2017). The Haredi movement is also trying to penetrate the civil 

judiciary in terms of thousands of young men and women enrolled in the Faculty of Law, and 

there are hundreds of them who are rehabilitated annually to integrate daily into the judicial 

and legal work (Zichermann, 2020, p. 51). 

Role of Religious Forces in the Army 

Military service in Israel is the conscription of men and women who are Jewish, Druze, and 

Circassian citizens of Israel over the age of eighteen (The Israel Defence Forces website, 2021). 

Although Ben-Gurion, one of the founders of the State of Israel, always said, “We want a nation 

of soldiers, not a nation of priests.”, he agreed to the Haredi request to exempt religious students 

from military service in order to avoid confrontation with them and to ensure their support for 

the government coalition (Shamaa, 2012, p. 105). The reason for the reluctance of the Haredi 

currents from military service is, they’re not recognizing the legitimacy of the state, which was 

established in violation of Talmudic teachings (Ayed, 1997, p. 157). They also believe that 

they are doing their duty towards the homeland, as religious devotion outweighs the importance 

of military service, and their involvement in the army threatens their religious commitment 

because of the presence of girls in the army (ibid.). In every agreement to form a government, 

the Haredi parties emphasized exempting the religious from military service (Knesset website, 

2021). However, in the past two decades, there was clear development in the orientation of 

some Haredi to military service, and that is why the army formed a special brigade (this brigade 

was called Hanahal Haredi) to accommodate the Haredi youth wishing to perform military 
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service (Al-Naami, 2017, p. 14). The army provided a suitable integration environment for the 

Haredi soldiers, as the army command prohibited the integration of female soldiers in any of 

the service paths in this brigade, in addition to observing prayer times and Jewish holidays 

during the service (ibid.). The army also agreed with some leaders of the Haredi movement to 

upholster the Haredi in non-combat tasks in the field of computing and other things, despite 

this, most of the religious school students affiliated with the Haredi movement are still 

exempted from military service (ibid., p. 15). 

             While the religious Zionist movement considered that military service is the duty of 

every citizen in Israel, and there is no justification for exemption from service because of 

studying in Talmudic institutes (Shamaa, 2012, p. 105). In the late 1970s, Israel witnessed the 

victory of the right, thus increasing the influence of religious Zionists in all institutions in Israel, 

including the Israeli army and other military and security institutions (Elhanan 2011; Howson 

2015). Although the representation of the religious Zionist movement in the population in Israel 

does not exceed 15%, the figures for the division of the workforce in the Israeli army show the 

extent to which adherents of the religious Zionist movement penetrate the military 

establishment by about 60% of the officers in combat units (Al-Naami, 2011). Over the past 

two decades, the number of religious officers in selected infantry battalions has multiplied 

tenfold. This increase in the number of religious people serving in the army has led to a change 

in the behaviour of this army, its values, its fighting beliefs, and its references. Instead, religious 

Zionism has become dominant in leadership positions, as well as competing for leadership of 

the intelligence services that have a dominant influence on decision-making circles in Israel. 

The increasing presence of religious Zionists in the Israeli army prompted former Mossad chief 

General Danny Yatom to categorically warn of the possibility of a military coup against the 

elected governments in Israel due to the military religious schools teaching their students to 

apply the words of the rabbi which conflict with military orders (Ghanim, 2018, p. 105). 
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Israel: Secularism, Secularization or Theocracy 

It is not straightforward to describe Israel as a secular country where religion continues to play 

an increasingly important role in Israelis' private and public life. There has been no separation 

between religion and state since the establishment of the state, and this is still the case to this 

day where religious parties are gaining more influence and strength. Religion enters the lives 

of the Israelis through laws, in terms of marriage, divorce, children, and even food. Without a 

doubt, there is a secular religious conflict in Israel. The Jewish religious forces realize that the 

relative balance of power within the Knesset in Israel is not in their favour, and that is why 

they refused to let enacting a written constitution (Shamaa, 2014, p. 94). There are those who 

claim that the reason is the desire of these parties to establish a Jewish state in terms of strictly 

applying the laws of religion, but others respond to this claim that the Haredi forces do not 

even recognize the state and deal with it as a material entity, as they consider Zionism to be 

infidelity, heresy, and exodus from the divine will, and therefore it deals with the de-facto state 

through its interests, and disrupting the constitution achieves for them many spiritual and 

material privileges within the policy of blackmail and bargaining in every government coalition 

in which they participate (ibid.). 

             Zionism indeed emerged as a national movement whose founders wanted to establish 

a secular system similar to what they had lived in Europe, and for this reason, they revolted 

against the Orthodox leadership, but they exploited religion and its beliefs to achieve their goals 

through the use of the concepts of the Promised Land, and salvation, which has been modified 

in a form other than Jewish orthodoxy (Saadeddine, 2012, p. 140). They succeeded in that, but 

they became the enemies of the ultra-Orthodox, which considered Zionism and what resulted 

in infidelity and heresy (ibid., p. 142). Thus, the secular Zionists used religious symbols and 

beliefs in their project to keep the Jewish religion within politics to attract the Jewish people. 

Some orthodox Jewish believe in Zionism and its definition of salvation, and they are called 
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religious Zionists. That has established the presence of religion in public and private life (Al-

Naami, 2014, p. 12). 

             Status quo arrangements, as well as government coalition agreements, have given 

religious forces a monopoly on important aspects of the state to control public and private life. 

It is important, in my opinion, that it is recognized how religious forces control public life, by 

disrupting the creation of a constitution, and then the privileges they obtained, whether from 

the status quo agreement or other agreements of government coalitions, such as the exemption 

of  ultra-Orthodox religious institutes´ students from army, which is considered as a clear 

violation of the principle of equality, as well as the absence of a unified secular education 

system, but on the contrary religious schools enjoy complete independence in terms of 

choosing curricula without any supervision from the state, which spends on these schools and 

their students in another violation of the principle of equality where there are people who work 

and pay taxes to be spent on those who do not work. The secular people were also forced to 

abide by procedures that restrict their lives in terms of the monopoly of the chief rabbis of 

determining who is a Jew, so some of them cannot be able to enjoy the procedures of burial, 

marriage, and divorce, monopolized by the Orthodox. The secular people also are forced to 

respect Saturdays in light of closing shops and stopping transportation while forcing them to 

eat kashrut. 

             The status quo agreement was accepted by the majority of the Israelis who accepted 

that there should be a role for religion in public life in terms of religious symbols and rituals, 

even the secularists in most of them are not hostile to religion, as only 3 percent are hostile to 

religion and many of secular participate in religious rituals such as holidays or special 

occasions (Arian et al., 2011, p. 35). There were timid movements trying to separate religion 

and the state and establish a civil marriage, but they failed, as all secular parties did not deal 

with it (Bishara, 1990, p. 40). Davie (2007) described this case as an indirect debt in which the 
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majority agree, albeit tacitly, on what the active minority is doing (p. 22). This is what is 

happening in Israel, where the majority, including the non-religious, agree that it is not possible 

to separate religion and state. 

             Secularism is an ideology that guarantees the neutrality of the state and the exclusion 

of religion and religious considerations from public affairs, including the constitutional legal 

separation between religion and the secular state. On the choices of who is a Jew, as well as 

marriage, burial, divorce, and the nature of the Sabbath, the Israelis did not show a serious 

desire for change, and therefore secularism as an ideology cannot be applied in terms of forcing 

the religious authority empowered to the status quo to relinquish public affairs. 

The process of secularization is a process of societal change that ensures the removal 

of the hegemony of the religious authority, with its symbols and institutions, from the sectors 

of society and culture, to build a process of separation between religion and society. 

Secularization in Israel cannot advance through secularism as an ideology, which conflicts with 

the agreement of the status quo and its acceptance by most Israelis. In the eighties of the last 

century, real challenges began to status quo agreement, with three changes in Israeli society 

that created opportunities for the secular to challenge the monopoly of the Orthodox religious 

forces (Ben-Porat, 2017). The first of these changes is the emergence of the neoliberal economy 

and the rapid rise of consumer society with shopping centers and large stores, where the 

collective spirit of the economy has been replaced by individualism, and consumerism, 

especially as the high-tech industry raised the standard of living (ibid.). The second challenge 

was the emigration of about one million Jews from the Soviet Union upon its dissolution, most 

of whom support the Yisrael Beiteinu party (Sternberg, 2002). These immigrants were 

participating in the process of secularization that they inherited from the communist regime, 

and these immigrants faced a problem with the orthodoxy that determines who is a Jew, as a 

quarter of them do not meet the orthodox criteria for Judaism due to mixed marriages, and these 
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immigrants obtained Israeli citizenship according to the Law of Return for Jews while the 

religious authorities considered that they should undergo the process of orthodox conversion, 

as they are not Jews as long as they were not born to Jewish mothers (ibid.). The Russian Jewish 

immigrants did not cooperate with the left-wing secular parties but took a political orientation 

through their political representatives described as populist right-wing; Yisrael Beiteinu party 

(Al-Naami, 2014, p. 123). The third change is the emergence of religious and spiritual 

alternatives, represented by secular Judaism, the reform movement, and the conservative 

movements, which challenge the orthodox monopoly and seek to extract religious pluralism 

and obtain state recognition of alternative Jewish identities (Ben-Porat, 2017). In the secular-

religious struggle of that era, trust in the chief rabbinate dwindled to a low point, not because 

of secular demands for religious freedom, but because of the poor service and allegations of 

corruption that dogged it, undermining its standing (ibid.).  

             Some claim that the manifestations of secularism are part of the contemporary life of 

the Israelis, in terms of marriage, civil burial, Saturday markets, non-kosher food, in addition 

to the presence of homosexuals evident through their annual festival, but here we have to 

understand the nature of divided Israeli society, which made these divisions manifest in the 

cities (ibid.). Some cities have a predominantly religious character, such as West Jerusalem, 

and some cities have a predominantly secular character, such as Tel Aviv. But there is a 

religious grip that is increasing day by day with the increasing influence of religious parties 

that force the government coalition to enact laws of a religious nature in terms of prohibiting 

abortion and respecting the sanctity of Saturday and others in light of the absence of a 

constitution for the country.      

            But in contrast to the three changes that were in favour of the Israeli secularists, there 

were important developments that the Israeli society witnessed, which was considered a 

religious renaissance, where many seculars and traditionalists became religious, or what 
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religious currents called a wave of secular repentance (David, 2000, p. 320), as well as the 

religious Jewish revival of Zionism along with the emergence of a new religious representative 

of orthodox eastern, Shas, which combined ethnicity and religiosity (Ben-Porat, 2017). Shas 

became an important player in promoting religious Jewish identity through its extensive 

activities through its educational and cultural networks (Bashir, 2006, p. 67). The three 

developments proved that religion would remain influential in private and public life by 

emphasizing the Jewish character of the state and the authority of religion in public and private 

life. 

            The Israeli political system is currently suffering from stagnation in terms of the 

inability to create new rules, and the status quo agreement is not fully implemented in all Israeli 

cities, but the influence of religious Zionism and Haredi is increasing within state institutions 

such as the army, judiciary, parliament, and government where its current president is religious 

for the first time. There is a clear phenomenon of the infiltration of religious Zionists into 

secular parties in an attempt to change from within and gain access to decision-making and 

power centers, within a crystallized organizational effort, as in the "Jewish Leadership" group, 

which is the most religious group that has achieved clear successes in penetrating the Likud 

Party (Al-Naami, 2012). This group was founded by Moshe Feiglin, who was one of the young 

cadres in the Jewish Kach4 terrorist movement, which was led by Rabbi Meir Kahane, which 

called for the expulsion of Palestinians to Arab countries (ibid.). Feiglin became the only 

politician who dared to challenge Netanyahu for the leadership of the Likud party, and Feiglin 

fought two battles against Netanyahu, in which he won 25% and 30% of the votes of those 

affiliated with the party, and this indicates that the religious leadership now controls about 30% 

 
4  Kach is an ultra-Orthodox Jewish ultra-Orthodox political party founded by Rabbi Meir Kahane in 1971 that 

won one seat in the Knesset in the 1984 elections, after several electoral failures (Knesset website, 2021). In 
1994, the party was banned and considered a terrorist in Israel, as well as in many countries, including the United 
States, the European Union, Canada and others (Israel Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2014; US Department of State, 
2005, p. 102).  
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of the Likud party members (ibid.). This group and other religious groups infiltrating the 

secular parties seek to introduce major transformations to the Israeli political system. Feiglin, 

who exploits the tools of democracy, openly rejects them, and he does not hesitate to prefer the 

rule of the Torah over man-made laws, ironically, he has on more than one occasion expressed 

his admiration for the Nazi leader Hitler because of his employment of democracy in the service 

of his ideological goals (ibid. ; Sarid, 2008). This is consistent with the theory of some that 

religious parties have no ideological commitment to the continuation of democracy but are 

simply using it as a means to gain power (Howson, 2014, p. 117). 

Secularism as an ideology linked to the liberalism of state and its neutrality from the 

side of religion is marginal in Israel, and that secularization clearly cannot challenge the status 

quo and religious authoritarianism. In a study conducted by the Guttmann Center at the Israel 

Democracy Institute, it confirms that 80% of the Jews in Israel believe in God, and about half 

of the Jews in Israel believe that public life in the country should continue as it is today, and 

about a quarter of them believe that Israel should be more religious, while about a quarter of 

them believe that it should be less religious; this means that a majority of the two-thirds support 

the authority of Judaism as a religion in public as well as private life (Nachshoni, 2012). This 

study took place in the nineties of the last century, at the height of the changes that were in 

favour of secularism, such as the immigration of Russians, the consumer economy, and the 

emergence of some spiritual and religious currents. 

             As for the numbers of religious and secular people in Israel, there are no accurate 

numbers, as they are statistics with which the Haredi religious movement does not cooperate, 

and there are those who equate the numbers of the religious and secular current with the rest of 

the traditionalists, but it is clear that the religious movement has grown significantly since the 

establishment of the state, and it continues to grow and permeate all state institutions. The birth 

rate of religious women, whether Haredi or orthodox, is much higher than that of secular 
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women, and many seculars and traditionalists tend to be more religious (Al-Naami, 2014, pp. 

219-222). These factors will make the religious trend cross the fifty percent threshold within 

years. There is a study from Haifa University that the proportion of religious people in Israel 

will exceed 50% of the total population in 2030, and this will undoubtedly be a complete 

revolution, and perhaps then Israel will become a theocracy that follows Jewish law in its 

entirety in all fields, and the army that is controlled by a lot of religious, may protect this 

religious state (Gracie, 2011). And due to the growing demographic weight of the Haredim in 

some cities, as in Jerusalem, where they restrict the secularists, preventing the establishment of 

theatres or cinemas, forcing many seculars to move from Jerusalem to cities with a secular 

majority, and statistics predict that the religious will constitute more than 80 Jews were in the 

city in a decade (Al-Naami, 2014, pp. 355-356). 

             Secularization in Israel is not limited only to describing the people themselves as 

secular but to actual practices where there is submission to religious authority from people who 

consider themselves secular and who engage in religious practices such as the Yom Kippur fast 

and the traditional Easter and believe that circumcision is an important ritual that must be 

observed (Ben-Porat, 2017). It can be said that there was a conflict between the religious and 

the secular, and there is still a conflict, but this conflict has not could separate religion and the 

state. It still witnesses laws derived from religious law concerning the Sabbath, feasts and 

kashrut, the legal food, with the judiciary and religious education. Secularization in Israel is a 

complex process, where there are counter societal developments, as well as the agreement of 

the status quo and the absence of a constitution, in addition to the blurring of the boundaries 

between the religious and the secular in a society that is witnessing a sharp division in terms of 

nationalism, ethnicity, and religion. There are also demographic, economic, and ideological 

changes in favour or against secularization, and in the end, there are clear challenges to 

secularization in Israel that will increase with time. Nevertheless, Israel cannot be considered 
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a theocracy. It can more appropriately be described as being between secularization and 

theocracy, but indications show that Israel is on its way to theocracy in the near future. 
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Chapter 4: A Case Study of Shas 

In the previous chapters, we presented the theoretical framework on secularism and 

secularization and the difference between them, politicized religion, and the religionization of 

politics and religious populism. We have also defined Zionism by describing its relationship 

with religion and secularization and explored the classifications of Jews in Israel according to 

their religious commitment and reasons for the growth of religious Jewish currents in Israel. It 

was also important to study the influence of religious parties on the institutions of the State of 

Israel in its parliament, government, army, and judiciary, and to discuss Israel in terms of 

secularism, secularization, and theocracy. In this chapter, we will present a case study of Shas 

based on the information provided in previous chapters. First, a brief history of the party will 

be presented. Then, its ideologies and most important leaders will be mentioned. Next, we will 

study the party in terms of its relationship with religion, populism, Zionism and society. 

Finally, Shas and secularism in the state will be discussed.  

Shas: Development Factors, Organizational Structure, and 

Leadership Figures 

In this section, we will learn about the birth of the Shas movement and its development factors 

and explore its organizational structures and historical leaders. 

Emergence and development factors of Shas 

Shas is an ultra-Orthodox religious party whose name is an abbreviation of Hebrew words 

meaning Sephardic Torah keepers (El-Sayed, 2014, p. 127; Shamaa, 2012, p. 77; Odeh, 2004; 

Srur, 2019, p. 6). It was founded before the 1984 elections from the members of the Sephardic 

Jewish sects who dissented from Agudat Yisrael, another ultra-Orthodox party representing 
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Ashkenazi Jews, with the encouragement of Rabbis Eliezer Shach, spiritual leader of the 

Lithuanian sects, and Ovadia Yosef, the chief rabbi of the Sephardic Jews (ibid.). The 

independent Shas List won four seats in the 1984 elections, while Agudat Yisrael only won 

two seats, which contributed to the merger of three movements representing the Sephardic Jews 

into one party called Shas, led by Rabbi Yitzhak Peretz (Knesset website, 2021). 

Despite his leading position in the Agudat Yisrael movement, Rabbi Shach encouraged 

the Sephardic Haredi Jews to leave the movement in 1984 when the Agudat Yisrael movement 

formed an electoral list devoid of the Sephardic elite. Rabbi Shach also left the movement four 

years later to form a new Haredi party, Degel Hatorah (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 110). Apparently, 

he rebelled against the Hasidim's control of the Aguda, and these schisms were on an ethnic, 

not religious, basis as the three parties agree on all issues of the state and society (ibid.). The 

emergence of Shas was a new model for a Haredi party with a new discourse and type of 

politicians, as they were among the first Haredim to break through the secular framework to 

address it with confidence. Shas did not take off the Haredi dress but put on a new suit as an 

eastern Jewish religious movement that presented a program against the hegemony of the two 

programs: the civilizational program of Zionism and the program of the hegemony of 

Ashkenazi Haredi to create a new program that some called Sephardic Zionism (ibid., p. 111). 

The reasons for the split of Shas from the mother movement, Agudat Yisrael, were to 

end the sectarian injustice and prejudice that the Sephardic Jews were subjected to, as there 

was racial discrimination in that the Sephardic schools lacked the necessary financial resources. 

Sephardic Haredi Jews also did not have a fair representation in government departments and 

local institutions (Odeh, 2004; Srur, 2019, p. 7). Agudat Yisrael also rejected Rabbi Ovadia 

Yosef’s request to be appointed to the Council of Torah Scholars, as they claimed that this was 

not possible, as Yosef did not understand the language in which the Yiddish people spoke. The 

Ashkenazi also persecuted the Sephardic Haredim, accusing them of backwardness and cultural 
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failure because of their coming from unmodern countries. Even Rabbi Shach, who encouraged 

them to split and wanted to integrate Sephardic Jews into the Ashkenazi Torah, was uttering 

phrases including that they were not yet ripe for leadership (ibid.). Therefore, the secret of Shas' 

success at the electoral and popular levels was its contribution to the advancement of Eastern 

society and the marginalized oriental culture for many years to the forefront of the Israeli arena. 

The Israeli parties, including the religious parties, are famous for splits or mergers, so 

Shas suffered a strong shock in the mid-1990s as a dispute arose within it over the issue of 

which party should ally with the Likud or Labour Party. Rabbi Shach, who was considered as 

the party’s spiritual guide, supported the alliance with the Likud, while Rabbi Yosef, who was 

considered the party’s supreme spiritual and political authority, preferred the alliance with the 

Labour (Odeh, 2004). The six-party deputies in the Knesset also disagreed. The matter ended 

in an alliance with the Likud, but the result was a split between Shach and Peretz, the party 

leader, on one hand, and between Ovadia and the party leadership on the other, which led, two 

years later, to the cessation of Shach's connection with the party and the resignation of Peretz 

after Shas joined the Labour government (El-Sayed, 2014, p. 133). 

Organizational Structure  

There is no organizational structure for Shas outside Israel unlike other Israeli parties, 

especially religious ones, which have institutions outside Israel, and that is because Shas was 

founded in Israel by Mizrahi/Sephardic Jews (Odeh, 2004). The religious and political 

authority is embodied in Shas in the hands of a supreme body called the Council of Torah 

Elders, which takes important decisions in accordance with the provisions of the Torah, Jewish 

law, and inherited traditions (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 10; Shamaa, 2012, p. 78; Odeh, 2004; Srur, 

2019, p. 8). It was established in 1984 and headed since its establishment by Rabbi Ovadia 

Yosef until his death in 2013. While the members of Shas in the Knesset take their daily 

political decisions, they return to the Council of Elders Torah to obtain a decision on very 
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important political issues. There is no freedom of action for a Knesset member in the Shas list 

except with the approval and direction of the spiritual leader of the movement and its council 

of elders (Odeh, 2004; Srur, 2019, p. 8). The Knesset members inform the Council of Elders 

of what is happening in the country so that decisions can be taken, as the rabbis, similar to their 

supporters, do not read secular newspapers, do not watch television, and do not listen to the 

radio (ibid.). Based on orthodox religious ideas, this council decides on the nature of the social 

and political movement’s electoral programs, as the party, in its political programs, always 

calls for the establishment of multiple religious legislations, and the giving of a religious 

character to public manifestations in the state such as kosher food, the sanctity of the Sabbath, 

and the non-conscription of girls (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 111).  

The female component is not only absent from the Council of Torah Elders in Shas, but 

also in the party as a whole, as Shas leader Aryeh Deri asserts that women’s natural place is 

not in politics and adds that Haredi women are the ones who oppose a party that includes female 

politicians (TOI Staff, 2021). Shas draws its supporters from the Sephardic Haredim, graduates 

of yeshivas and students of the chief rabbi, as well as from the so-called repentant Jews, and 

the Mizrahi sects as a whole, including the traditionalists and the secularists (Odeh, 2004; Srur, 

2019, p. 8). 

Leadership Figures 

Shas has many founders and leaders, but Rabbi Ovadia Yosef is considered the spiritual leader 

not only of Shas but of Mizrahi/Sephardic Jews as a whole. Additionally, Rabbi Aryeh Deri is 

the most important leader who contributed to raising the shares of the Shas movement among 

the Mizrahi/Sephardic public. 
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Rabbi Ovadia Yosef 

While he was considered as the spiritual leader of Shas, he was also the former chief rabbi of 

the Mizrahi/Sephardic Jews in Israel (Shamaa, 2012, p. 77). He was born in Iraq in 1920 and 

immigrated with his family to Palestine when he was three years old in 1923. As a child, he 

joined a religious school to study the Torah; after, he joined the Borat Yosef religious school. 

He is distinguished by a strong memory and erudition, and this is what made him considered 

one of the most prominent scholars of the Torah (Odeh, 2004; Srur, 2019, pp. 8-9). Yosef was 

not from a scholarly family, but rather made his own way to be a self-made scholar (Howson, 

2014, p. 192). Furthermore, Yosef is not considered only as a rabbi or a politician, but also an 

author. From an early age, he issued and published books containing religious rulings. Before 

the establishment of the State of Israel, he held the position of Deputy Chief Rabbi in Cairo, 

while he was still in his twenties (Odeh, 2004). After the establishment of the state, he returned 

to the state to appoint a judge in a religious court in Petah Tikva, as well as in the Jewish 

Supreme Court of Appeal in Jerusalem. In 1960, Yosef competed for the position of chief rabbi 

of Israel, but lost in this competition, then became chief Mizrahi/Sephardic rabbi in Tel Aviv 

in 1968. Five years later, when he was fifty-three years old, he was appointed to the position 

of chief rabbi (eastern) of Israel (ibid.). He was considered by many of the most important 

religious Jewish figures of his time, as he was chosen among the most influential rabbis in 

public opinion (Ben Haim & Sharon, 2004). Yosef died in 2013 at the age of 93 (Kershner, 

2013).  

There is no doubt that Yosef lived with persecution because he was Mizrahi, and 

although he was a resident before the establishment of the state, this did not intercede for him 

to obtain a great position in the state. His request to be appointed to the Council of Torah 

Scholars was rejected, and then a second humiliation when he was ousted from the position of 

Chief Rabbi of Israel in the 1983 elections (Odeh, 2004; Srur, 2019, p. 7). He was not from the 
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established elite, religious or otherwise, and therefore he struggled until the Mizrahi/Sephardic 

sects were removed from the cultural ghetto. Yosef is considered the vanguard of Shas' success, 

where his populist rhetoric and ability to combine popular language and religion forced the 

Mizrahi/Sephardic community to respect him greatly, especially as he presented himself as part 

of the community and not as a leader (Howson, 2014, p. 192). Therefore, Yosef, with his 

religious and intellectual stature, was the first in Shas, while Aryeh Deri represented the 

populist political leader in Shas.  

 

Aryeh Deri 

Deri was born in Morocco in 1959, and, after the 1967 war, he immigrated with his family to 

Israel, where he studied in religious schools in Jerusalem. There, he met Rabbi Ovadia Yosef’s 

son to strengthen the relationship with him and become very close to him (El-Sayed, 2014, p. 

132; Odeh, 2004; Srur, 2019, p. 9). Deri lived in one of the occupied West Bank settlements 

and became the settlement's secretary (Odeh, 2004). Deri's relationship with Shas began from 

the beginning, as he is considered one of the founders in 1984. He won the Knesset elections 

for the first time in 1984, then was re-elected in 1988, after which he became Minister of the 

Interior in the national unity government and the right-wing government in 1988 – 1992 (El-

Sayed, 2014, p. 132). In the 1992 Knesset elections, Shas achieved great success and Deri was 

appointed Minister of the Interior in Labour’s government in 1992, but he resigned from his 

position after being brought to trial on charges of bribery and manipulation of public funds 

(Odeh, 2004). 

Deri differs from Yosef. While Yosef was the spiritual leader of Shas, Deri was the 

populist political leader and the leader of his party in the Knesset, and both continued to 

dominate Shas until Deri's prison (Howson, 2004, p. 194). Deri was skilled in Israeli politics 

and in making government coalitions and their leaders, and through his position as a minister, 

he was able to greatly benefit his party and its supporters in terms of bringing great financial 
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support to the party's social and political activities (Odeh, 2004). Deri was somewhat able to 

change the image of the ultra-Orthodox community, as he presented a different image away 

from being closed-off and purely self-interested, to show a commitment to society as a whole 

(Howson, 2004, pp. 194-195). Shas was able, under his leadership, to play politics in terms of 

presenting demands, blackmails, and threats. Deri was a populist mixed with ethnic pride, but 

he nevertheless managed to reach outside the traditional voters of Shas through the language 

of social and economic equality and one-nation politics to win electoral votes from other sects, 

even from Arabs (ibid.). 

In 2012, Deri returned to head the party again after his return to the political arena, and 

he is trying to restore the party's glory as it was under its late spiritual leader Yosef. He turned 

to the right and pledged in the last election campaign to support the right-wing Likud leader 

Netanyahu in forming the government and not share any government other than the right-wing 

camp (Bilal, 2021). Deri adhered to his electoral promise, as Shas has sat with the Likud on the 

opposition benches. In 2019, the attorney general recommended that Deri be tried again in a 

corruption case on charges of money laundering, breach of trust, and tax offenses with making 

false statements (ibid.). 

 

Shalom Cohen 

He is a prominent Sephardi rabbi in Israel. He was born in Jerusalem in 1924, the same year 

that his parents immigrated from Iraq to Palestine (Odeh, 2004). He studied at the Borat Yosef 

Religious School in Jerusalem, then worked as a teacher there (ibid.). He became the spiritual 

leader of the political Shas party after the death of Rabbi Ovadia Yosef in 2013 (Sharon, 2015,). 

Cohen was far from politics as he did not read secular newspapers, but he agreed to the request 

of Rabbi Ovadia Yosef and entered the political arena for the first time in 1984 to co-find the 

Shas party (El-Sayed, 2014, p. 134). 
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Shas in State Institutions 

Since its establishment, Shas has participated in the Knesset elections as well as in most 

government coalitions. Shas as a religious movement is greatly interested in achieving its 

interests in the social and religious fields, and its political goal is limited only to achieving the 

interests of the Sephardic Jews it represents, as Shas always seeks to secure the necessary 

budget to finance its educational and social institutions spread in all regions, so it does not 

hesitate politically to join any government that helps it achieve its goals. Despite its 

participation in the official institutions, it proceeds in its political positions from its religious 

ideology. In this section, we will learn about the nature of the presence of the populist religious 

party, Shas, in the institutions of the State of Israel, the parliament, the government, the army, 

and the judiciary. 

Representation of Shas in the Israeli Parliament 

Shas has participated in all Knesset elections since 1984, the year it was founded (Knesset, 

2021). The success of Shas in successive elections reflected the emergence of Sephardic and 

religious Jews in the political arena and their growing awareness of their electoral power (Odeh, 

2004). Table 3 shows the seats and percentage of votes obtained by Shas in the Knesset 

elections from 1984, the year in which Shas was established, to the most recent 2021 elections. 

There are no internal elections in Shas to choose its representatives in the Knesset, as Shas does 

not follow the accepted partisan rules in choosing leaders and cadres, but rather the selection 

is within the competence of the Council of Torah Elders, and its religious references determine 

the order of the electoral list.  

The first participation of the Shas movement was in the Israeli Knesset elections in 

1984, where Shas won four seats in these elections, and this result surprised all the political 

and religious circles in Israel. Shas outperformed the mother party, as Shas won four seats in 
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this election compared to only two for Agudat Yisrael. In the 1988 Knesset elections, the 

movement won 6 seats, thus increasing its representation by two seats compared to the 1984 

elections (Knesset, 2021). In the 1992 elections, the movement maintained its electoral 

strength. The transformation of Shas' power began in the Knesset elections in 1996, which took 

place according to the method of direct elections to head the government, where the voter voted 

with two cards, the first for parliament and the second for prime minister (Shalhat, 2021, p. 

308). This method contributed to strengthening the power of the small parties at the expense 

of the two major parties that focused on the prime ministerial elections, which enabled the 

small parties, including Shas, to go directly and in an easier way to the Mizrahi public, to vote 

for them in the Knesset elections, while the Likud focused to vote for the prime ministership, 

and in this way Mizrahi Jews were able to satisfy two parties, Shas with regard to their sectarian 

and social identity, and the Likud with regard to their political views (ibid.). Shas greatly 

enhanced its representation in the 1999 elections, which were also held according to the two-

card method, by obtaining 17 seats in these elections, Shas intensified the identity politics of 

Mizrahi Jews, following the investigation and the accusations against the movement’s political 

and charismatic leader, Aryeh Deri, who ruled in 1999, he was imprisoned for four years on 

corruption charges (Shamaa, 2012, p. 180). 

In the 2003 elections, Shas retreated from its parliamentary representation from 17 seats 

to 11 seats, and this decline was due to several factors, including cancelling the two-card voting 

method and returning to the old method, voting with one card. This led to the return of eastern 

Jewish bases to voting to Likud instead of Shas. In the 2006 Knesset elections, the movement 

won 12 seats to be the third party in terms of parliamentary representation in Israel. And in 

2009, Shas won 11 seats and became the fifth party in terms of parliamentary representation in 

the Knesset. In the 2015 elections, Shas won seven seats, as it recorded a significant decline 

from the previous elections, due to the split that struck the movement, after the death of its 
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spiritual leader and founder Ovadia Yosef (Shalhat, 2021, p. 312). The movement's former 

head, Eli Yishai, defected and founded a new movement. In contrast to the other Haredi party, 

United Torah Judaism, which maintains its electoral base from the Haredim, the voters of Shas 

were from conservation Jews, especially in poor development cities, and from eastern 

Orthodox or traditional, which appears from the results of the movement in 2015, many of 

them turned to the right-wing Likud party. But since the 2015 elections for the last elections, 

the current charismatic leader of the movement, Aryeh Deri, has returned to attract Easterners 

by emphasizing the special cultural identity of Easterners and Shas' religious distinction from 

Ashkenazi Orthodoxy (ibid.), and in the last three elections, Shas has maintained nine seats in 

the Knesset. 

Parliamentary 

session 

Number 

of Seats 

Votes in 

Percentage 

1984 - 1988 4 3.1 

1988 - 1992 6 4.7 

1992 - 1996 6 4.9 

1996 - 1999 10 8.5 

1999 - 2003 17 13 

2003 - 2006 11 8.2 

2006 - 2009 12 9.5 

2009 - 2013 11 8.5 

2013 - 2015 11 8.8 

2015 - 2019 7 5.7 

2019 - 2019 8 6.0 

2019 - 2020 9 7.4 

2020 - 2021 9 7.7 

2021 - 9 7.2 

Table 3 “The evolution of the representation of Shas in the Israeli parliament since 1984”5 

 

Representation of Shas in the Israeli Governments 

Shas has participated in most government coalitions since its first victory in the 1984 Knesset 

elections (Knesset, 2021). In the same year, Shas participated in its first government coalition 

 
5 The table was prepared by the researcher based on the data provided by the website of the Israeli 
Parliament, the Knesset website. 
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through the Ministry of the Interior, but its representative, Interior Minister, Rabbi Yitzhak 

Peretz left the government after he had to sign a resolution that contradicted the party's doctrine 

about who was a Jew, as he had to support the decision of the Israeli High Court of Justice to 

register of a Jewish woman from a Christian mother in the population registry as Jewish, and 

the Minister of the Interior had to sign as a responsible minister from the population registry, 

which is why Shas withdrew from the government (Odeh, 2004). Shas believes that the mother 

should be Jewish to be Jewish. 

Governments in which Shas did not participate, were that of Shimon Peres (1996), that 

of Ariel Sharon (2003) due to Shas' refusal to enter into a coalition with the secular Shinui 

party, the government of Benjamin Netanyahu (2013), and the current government of Bennett 

Lapid's government (Knesset, 2021). There were ministerial crises. Shas bargained with them 

to leave the government or implement its demands to achieve its goals with material gains or 

to adopt measures in line with the party's ideology. To enter into coalitions, the party demands 

government support to cover the expenses of its associations that provide social and educational 

services to thousands of Israelis, while increasing child allowances and social and educational 

benefits. Aryeh Deri resigned from the 1992 government when an indictment of forgery was 

brought against him. Shas also withdrew from the four ministerial positions in Ehud Barak's 

government in 1999 due to differences with Meretz and Barak in the Camp David negotiations 

(Knesset. 2021). 

Representation of Shas in the Judiciary 

Shas participates in the religious judiciary, where the chief rabbi of the Sephardic is in the 

committee for appointing religious judges, and Shas sometimes dominated on the Ministry of 

Religions, which controls the work of the religious courts (Shamaa, 2012, p. 103; Halabi & 

Abu Ramadan, 2021, p. 214). Likewise, many ultra-Orthodox youths, including those affiliated 

with Shas, are affiliated with the faculty of law, so that many of them are trained annually for 
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judicial and legal work (Zichermann, 2020, p. 51). This is without any doubt a way to penetrate 

the civil judiciary, whose Supreme Court is exposed to a lot of incitement from Shas and its 

supporters who describe it as a dictatorship, and it seeks to remove Religion and build a secular 

state. 

Shas, like other ultra-Orthodox, participated in campaigns of incitement and 

demonstrations against the Israeli Supreme Court, because it affects its interests. A radio station 

sponsored by Shas was closed due to lack of licensing. One of the broadcasters of that radio 

station, Voice of the Spirit, attacked the Israeli Supreme Court and called on supporters to 

demonstrate in the street and use violence against judges, police, and secularists (Srur, 2019, 

pp. 19-20). The court had also been threatened because of the rejection of the petition submitted 

by Deri, and Shas accused the court of practicing discrimination against the Sephardic, where 

one of the leaders of Shas, Eli Soia said: 

“Judge Aharon Barak put a knife in the body of the Sephardic Jews, for 52 years 

we have been suffering, and ...., here is the elite led by Barak (the prime minister 

at that time) declaring war on religion, he does not allow us to need the state, and 

Judge Aharon Barak assists him (ibid.)”. 

 

Shas participated in the Haredi demonstration against the Supreme Court in 1999, and between 

300,000 and 400,000 people participated in this demonstration against the court's policy in 

religion and state (Gordon, 1999). Ovadia Yosef, the former spiritual leader of Shas, issued the 

most dangerous religious rule regarding the Supreme Court, where he said: “All the judges of 

the Supreme Court are evil people who violate the Sabbath” (El-Sayed, 2014, p. 260). He also 

described them as "wicked and rebellious" and "empty and reckless,” and declared that 

"because of them comes all torment into the world" (Gordon, 1999). A lot of Haredim and their 

rabbis refuse to implement the decisions of the Supreme Court and rebel against it, such as the 

decision to include Reform rabbis in religious councils (Srur, 2019, p. 20). Shas confronted 

several decisions of the Supreme Court, such as the decision recognizing same-sex marriage 
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and their right to adopt children (ibid., pp. 19-20). Months ago, the court’s decision to recognize 

the Judaization of reformers who recognize the Judaism of a Jewish father and a Christian 

mother, unlike Orthodox Judaism, which does not recognize this, was refused. The court 

destroys the status quo that has been in place since the establishment of Israel, and the decision 

is a fatal blow to the Jewish character of the state, that was the response of Shas’ leader Dari 

upon the decision (TOI Staff, 2021). There is no doubt that Yosef's statements, as well as the 

leaders of Shas, fall under religious populism, as those who are against religion are stigmatized 

as evil and those who follow it are good. Shas uses religion to call the people to vigilance and 

to resist the elites. 

Representation of Shas in the Army 

The Haredi movements, including Shas, refuse military service, and this refusal is not due to 

the army’s practices against the Palestinians, but rather for purely religious reasons, of which 

religious study is the most important, and joining the army threatens their religious 

commitment (Mourad, 2017). Emphasizing Shas' view on conscription, its spiritual leader, 

Shalom Cohen, told Israeli soldiers at a prayer gathering during the 2014 Israel-Gaza conflict, 

"Do you think the people of Israel need an army? It is God who fights for Israel" (Sharon, 

2015). 

There are attempts by some secular parties to compel Haredim to military service, but 

these attempts have failed in light of the rejection of all Haredi parties, including Shas. The 

2013 elections produced a secular populist party, Yesh Atid, which wants to reduce financial 

support for the ultra-Orthodox community and force them to military service. Therefore, the 

Haredim were excluded from the government coalition formed between Yesh Atid, Likud, and 

other parties, so that there would be a draft law to oblige religious school students to perform 

military service (Kershner, 2014). The response of the Haredi parties was a protest 
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demonstration, attended by hundreds of thousands of ultra-Orthodox Jews, to reject the bill 

(ibid.).  

In the past two decades, there has been a clear development in the orientation of some 

Haredim to military service, and this is why the army formed a special brigade to accommodate 

Haredi youth wishing to perform military service (Al-Naami, 2017, p. 14). But this costs the 

army a lot in terms of preparing suitable places for Haredim to perform prayers that are free of 

female recruits, as well as disbursing grants to Haredi conscripts after the end of their service, 

with housing allowance and to ensure work for them, as most of them will be ostracized from 

their community because of their military service (Tsurkov, 2013). The army does not prefer 

that, and that is why it was recently revealed that the army has tampered with the numbers of 

Haredi conscripts by increasing them in order to relieve pressure on it as if the army had 

reached the numbers stipulated in the law (Bachner, 2017).  

Haredi recruitment is one of the problems of the religious-secular conflict in Israel, and 

the secularists are fully aware that its solution will not be positive for the secular state. Thirty 

percent of the children are for the Haredim, and if Haredi people do not perform military 

service, Israel is on the verge of economic collapse, as most of the Haredim do not work and 

live on social benefits ((Tsurkov, 2013).). On the other hand, if every Haredim performs 

military service, this means an increase in the army’s budget, and the most dangerous thing is 

that the army will become more religious. Paradoxically, even though Shas is against Haredi 

conscription, it gets about 13 percent of the soldiers' votes in the Knesset elections, and it seems 

that most of these votes are from Sephardic Jews who vote for Shas on an ethnic basis (Al-

Naami, 2014, p. p. 196). 
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The ideological Components of Shas 

To understand Shas' ideologies, we will explore Shas' relationships with religion, Zionism, 

populism, society, and finally secularization. 

Religion 

As it is mentioned earlier, Shas emerged from the womb of the Agudat Yisrael party, and this 

split is ethnic and not religious. Shas is ideologically and religiously similar to the view of the 

mother party, Agudat Yisrael, as both parties seek to establish the state and the life of society 

on the basis of the Torah and the teachings of Jewish rules, Halakha (Odeh, 2004). The two 

parties are also similar in the general nature of their activities, in terms of their focus on 

religious issues and material interests that belong to the audience of each party, as well as 

serving their institutions and bodies (ibid.). That is why Shas preserves the status quo 

agreement that took place between Agudat Yisrael and the circles close to it and the Zionist 

movement when the State of Israel was established. For this reason, the Shas movement was 

launched based on the principles of the status quo agreement as it represents a religious 

extension of the mother party (ibid.), and this clearly appears in its demand for religious 

legislation as a condition for entering any government coalition, where after the 1988 elections 

the demands of Shas were the following (Knesset, 2001):  

● Tightening control over food according to Jewish law (Kosher). 

● Eliminate the manifestations of decay in society.  

● Establishing a special branch in the Ministry of Education to manage and finance the 

Shas Education Network.  

● Ensuring the sanctity of the Sabbath and not desecrating it, through the adoption of the 

compensation law, which gives the authority to the heads of local councils to take what 

they deem appropriate for this.  
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● Passing the Conversion Law and the Rabbinical Courts Law in the Knesset. 

● Completely abolish the conscription of girls to the army. 

● Allocating a radio broadcasting wave for religious people. 

 

The relationship of religion with the state is an issue that has been raised in Israel since its 

establishment, including an important issue that is one of the old new issues in Israel between 

religious currents and others in Israel and abroad, and it is the question of “who is a Jew,” 

where there are several different points of view. For example, the position of the Haredi sect 

led by Shas, where Shas defines a Jewish person as a person born to a Jewish mother or a 

convert to the Jewish religion, at the hands of Orthodox rabbis, while the Reform and 

Conservative denominations recognize the descent of a child born to a Christian mother and a 

Jewish father and the secular Zionist doctrine, which combines religion with nationalism, 

defines the Jew as the person who declares himself or herself to be a Jew if this person has not 

converted to another religion, as determined by the Ministry of Interior in 1953 (Odeh, 2004). 

These differences exist around this issue, but their flare-up sometimes increases, such as in 

1996 when the Israeli administration issued a decision stating that the rabbinical courts do not 

have the authority or permit who is the Jew who is accepted or rejected in the state, and 

accordingly, this decision aroused strong opposition, so in the same year, seven members of 

Shas submitted to the Knesset a proposal calling for a redefinition of who is a Jew, and the 

non-recognition of any conversions that take place abroad without the approval of the Chief 

Orthodox Rabbinate in Israel (ibid.). This year 2021, the Israeli Supreme Court issued a 

decision recognizing the validity of embracing the Jewish religion according to the procedures 

of the reform and conservative currents in Israel, which sparked a storm and rejection by the 

orthodox currents, including Shas, which emphasized to enact a law that would cancel the 

court's decision (Sales, 2021). 
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Zionism 

In 1992, Rabbi Ovadia Yosef wrote in the secular daily Maariv: 

“What does anti-Zionism mean here? This is pure nonsense. It is a term invented 

by secular Zionists. I served for 10 years as a chief rabbi. It is a high-ranking 

position in the state. Why are we not Zionists? We pray for Zion, Jerusalem and its 

inhabitants, for the people of Israel, for the sake of religious teachers and their 

students. What do Zionists mean? According to our concepts, a Zionist is a person 

who loves Zion and fulfils the will of building the country. Abroad, I call for 

emigration, so why do they consider themselves more Zionist than us?” (Kamel, 

2018, p. 497).  

 

He also said, describing his Shas movement: “A Zionist movement that believes in the Torah 

and the visions of the prophets of Israel” (Saadeddine, 2012, p. 221). Yosef's statements came 

after his alliance with the secular Labour Party in 1992, so he was attacked by the Haredi parties 

that he betrayed the Haredi, while the secularists attacked Shas as non-Zionist, but rather anti-

Zionist (Kamel, 2018, p. 498). Shas has embodied itself as a new phenomenon in the Israeli 

discourse. The Shas leadership has classified its party as Zionist, but Zionist according to a 

new interpretation of Zionism from a secular movement to a religious-Sephardic concept. Shas 

distanced itself from the ultra-Orthodox anti-Zionist view, which considers Zionism and what 

resulted from its infidelity and a theological dilemma. Rather, Shas presented itself with a new 

ideology and a new Zionism, which some called Sephardic Zionism (ibid.). Shas revolted 

against the nature of the Ashkenazi secular state, to give the state a new identity based on the 

foundations of Sephardic religious traditions. With this discourse, Shas proved that it is a 

mixture between the religious party and the pragmatic party, that it proves an ideological 

program that it seeks to implement, which is the establishment of a Jewish state according to 

Jewish law, while at the same time enjoying the flexibility that enables it to reach power since 

Shas did not separate between Judaism as a religion, Zionism, and the State of Israel, but 

recognizes all as a divine manifestation goal (Shamaa, 2012, p. 15; Saadeddine, 2012, p. 221). 
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Here one can understand that the Shas leadership saw that their mission is not to fight Zionism 

per se, but that Zionism can be used and transformed with a new concept to combat the 

influence of the first Zionism in the secularization of the Jewish people. 

The ultra-Orthodox camp attacked Shas and its leadership after allying with the secular 

Labour and Meretz parties. They considered Shas a traitor and said that it had become a Zionist 

party. They claimed to not understand Shas' strategy and its new behaviour, which is a 

breakthrough in the secular currents and the realization of its interests. Aryeh Deri, the political 

leader, wrote in 1989 in the secular newspaper Ha'aretz: 

“I do not think that I am any less Haredi than other Haredim or so-called Haredi 

politicians. My lifestyle may be different. My attitude in life is very practical and 

very realistic. Perhaps this is due to age. It is possible because I grew up in the 

country and am very far from public or foreign topics, and the symbols do not tell 

me much. And not much can be reached through interpretations and feelings. I 

think trading and again trading is much better. We must live in this country together 

- the secular and the Haredi, and we must renounce hatred and division. And in my 

opinion, to break down this barrier, we must participate in the state with the 

Haredim. It is unreasonable for us to be concerned with religious matters only and 

say: This is my mission” (Kamel, 2018, p. 495). 

 

This means that Deri directs his words to the secular and secular elite, not to the Haredim. This 

is to achieve his goals in participating in state institutions, and the purpose is also to attract new 

supporters from the secular and traditional Sephardic, as Shas wants to extract their rights from 

the Ashkenazi elite. 

Populism 

Shas is campaigning for political and electoral mobilization by exploiting the secular and 

religious divisions as well as ethnic identities within Israeli society. I will discuss here whether 

Shas is a populist party first, and then whether it is a religious populist party. Populism divides 

society between virtuous and homogeneous people against a group of elites and dangerous 

“others,” who are portrayed as depriving people of their rights, voice, values, and identity, a 

discourse with a split between "us" and "them" (Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008, p. 3). It is 
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clear that this concept is applicable to Shas, which uses this discourse in several aspects and 

not in one aspect. First, it was used against the persecution of Sephardic students from the 

Ashkenazi Haredi, which was the reason for the emergence of Shas, and secondly, against the 

Supreme Court and the Ashkenazi political elites who wield power, as claimed by Shas, which 

practiced and still does racial discrimination against the Sephardic/Mizrahi sects, considering 

Shas a party of Sephardic ethnicity. Also, Shas presents itself as being outside the traditional 

politics, but rather is in conflict with it, and presents its supporters with a discourse that those 

who enjoy power impede the growth of Shas' social and educational networks. 

And after we found out that Shas is a populist party, I want to discuss if the populist 

Party Shas is also a religious populist. Religious populism is a form of populism, but it is 

characterized by the production of populism in a particular religious style or key where religion 

is important first and foremost as an indicator of identity to distinguish between good “us” and 

evil “them” (DeHanas & Marat Shterin, 2018, p. 177).  Holy books or teachings are used in 

their struggle against the enemies of the people as they are assumed by religious populism 

(Zúquete, 2017). To enhance the attractiveness of its base, the populist religious party supports 

religious building projects as well as conservative religious education (DeHanas & Marat 

Shterin, 2018, p. 181). Shas is a completely religious populist party that exploits religion to 

reject others and stigmatizes them as evil. Russian-born Israelis, secularists, or even 

Palestinians and African immigrants, as well as in anti-Ashkenazi elitism represented by the 

Supreme Court, are stigmatized by Shas leaders as evil, rebellious, and reckless. Shas is 

politicizing religious discourse in its confrontation with its supposed political opponents. Shas 

is also a populist religious party that supports the construction of religious sites while 

preserving and developing religious education. Likewise, the religious leaders of Shas, 

represented by the Council of Torah Sages, are the ones who have the legitimacy to issue 

decisions and decide who belongs to the party or who is excluded. Thus, they can be described 
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as religious populist leaders who decide to use all religious symbols, ideas, feelings of 

belonging, and differences in populist religious politics. 

But there are those who see Shas as a populist party in many respects, but at the same 

time Shas has been a part of the majority of Israeli governments since its birth and through that 

governmental participation has enhanced its own interests and those of its supporters (Howson, 

2014, p. 216). Each party in Israel believes that there is a bias against it and its supporters from 

the other, where the religious see that the state is dominated by the secular and the secular see 

the opposite, and therefore Shas is not more populist than any other party in Israel. But I think 

that they overlooked the religious ideology of Shas, which also uses religion in its political and 

social conflicts, that is, it condemns politics to condemn politics in Israel and build a theocratic 

state. Without a doubt, Shas has no legitimate right to claim that it is a victim of exclusion, as 

it participates in state institutions, unlike the parties that represent Arab nationalism in Israel. 

Society 

Shas has invested in societal phenomena in its discourse to the Israeli society, as it claims to 

play a distinguished role that achieves a balance between material and spiritual life in society 

by urging the public to follow the Torah and its teachings to get rid of social diseases such as 

the disintegration of the family and drugs (Odeh, 2004). Shas was able to be the only political 

force representing the Sephardic/Mizrahi Jews by providing aid to the poor who are neglected 

by the state (Srur, 2019, p. 9). 

In 1985, the “El Hamayan” educational network was established, through which Shas 

was able to penetrate Israeli society (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 111). This network has 400 branches 

spread all over the country through which Shas was able to interact and communicate with its 

voters directly (Odeh, 2004; Srur, 2019, p. 10). These branches carry out various activities that 

provide social and educational services for about 100,000 people per day, in addition to daily 

Torah lessons for different ages, males and females. Hundreds of rabbis work in this network 
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who have been able to persuade families to repent and return to religion. The party also 

provides free kindergartens, as well as an integrated education network for male education 

(ibid.). 

El Hamayan is not only educational but also includes about 1,100 social clubs 

distributed in all regions of the country (Odeh, 2004). These clubs aim to eradicate the 

phenomena of poverty, crime, drugs, pornography, and unemployment, work to develop cities 

and villages, and provide free aid to the needy (ibid.). The clubs, most of which are funded by 

the government and the local authorities, include schools, amusement parks, synagogues, and 

religious centers, thus gaining great fame, as they are frequented by large numbers, and perhaps 

one of the reasons for their fame lies in their presence in poor areas, as many of their pioneers 

are poor, or families who lost their head by death, imprisonment or divorce, and representatives 

of the El Hamayan are keen to enter the homes of these families to help them solve their 

economic and social problems (ibid.). Thus, Shas was able, through El Hamayan networks, to 

increase its popularity by a large percentage by forming a broad party base, and also contributed 

to the advancement of the Sephardic community that has been suffering from discrimination 

for decades (Abu Odeh, 2011, p. 111). 

Shas also has other associations and organizations, including the Association for the 

Rehabilitation of Prisoners, which aims to reform prisoners from the criminal world by 

returning to religion, as well as a women's organization that carries out its activities within the 

El Hamayan community in providing assistance to mothers and needy women and teaching 

them the Torah (Odeh, 2004). And there is the Return to the Origin Association, which aims to 

return young people and delinquents to their origin, customs, and oriental traditions, and Hand 

to Sons Association to help families and their children that their head of the family is involved 

in crime (ibid.). Shas also took care of the Sephardic/Mizrahi farmers through an association 

that takes care of their interests (Srur, 2019, p. 10).  Shas opposes the liberal economic order 
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and demands the abolition of government subsidies for goods and give them to the needy, and 

families with many children (ibid.). 

Shas was also characterized by campaigns calling for Jews to repent and return to 

religion (Al-Naami, 2014, p. 193). Since its founding, Shas has raised the slogan "return to 

religion and traditions" (Odeh, 2004). Therefore, Shas relied on religious school students to 

conduct home visits and public activities to urge secular Jews to return to traditions and 

religion, and the rabbis of Shas have succeeded in persuading thousands of eastern secular 

youths to return to religion and become part of the movement (Al-Naami, 2014, p. 193; Odeh, 

2004). Some of the penitents have achieved great success, as they have become Knesset 

members and ministers such as the former Minister of Social Welfare, Rabbi Shlomo Ben Ezri 

(Al-Naami, 2014, p. 193). By assuming service ministries such as education, social welfare, 

religion, and the interior, Shas was able to bring in financial resources to support its educational 

and social networks (ibid., p. 192). Shas also used radio stations and a weekly newspaper to 

communicate with its audience and broadcast religious and propaganda lessons (Odeh, 2004). 

In contrast to the Orthodox leaders who refused to appear on television, because 

watching television is unacceptable in their lives, Shas was convinced by the media and 

appeared on television to urge Israelis to return to their religious roots (ibid.). Shas' pragmatic 

behaviour demonstrates that there is a need to achieve its interests, as some of the Israeli 

national team players appeared in its electoral campaigns (Srur, 2019, p. 6). It is true that they 

were of eastern origin, but they were secular and had not respected the sanctity of the Sabbath, 

yet appeared in the propaganda with Shas' spiritual leader Yosef. 

Secularization 

Rabbi Aryeh Deri, leader of Shas, is of the opinion that 

“Our goal is not to reach the prime ministership, the Ministry of Defence or the 

Foreign Affairs, we want the movement to have its influence on Israeli politics and 
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in the centre of events, not on the side-lines or in the ghettos, we want the state to 

become more Jewish” (Odeh, 2004) 

 

We understand from that statement that Shas has current and deferred goals. Its current goal is 

for the state to become more Jewish, while its deferred goal is for the religious to control the 

state as a whole to become a religious state. The former spiritual leader of Shas, Rabbi Ovadia 

Yosef, said in a famous speech he gave following the results of the 1996 elections that the 

religious trend would control Israel completely within two decades (Ghanem, 2015, p. 67). The 

Israeli government now confirms that the religious have reached the prime ministership in 

Israel for the first time since its establishment. A demographic study of the University of Haifa 

shows that in 2030, more than 50% of all Israel's population will be religious Jews, including 

Haredim and religious Zionists (Gracie, 2011).  

Also, Rabbi Yosef in a conference in 1989, was attending with Rabbi Shach, said that 

the time of Christian salvation had not yet come, when the Jews were not more powerful than 

the non-Jews, and where Jews were unable to expel non-Jews from the Land of Israel (Shahak 

& Mtsvinsky, 2001, pp. 55-56). He added that the Israeli government was obligated according 

to international law to protect Christian churches in the Land of Israel, even though churches 

were pagan places where idols were worshiped, and this happened even though their religion 

commanded them to destroy idols (ibid.). From Yosef's speech, it is clear that Shas' long-term 

goal is to establish a religious state in Israel so that only the Jews will be in Israel, and, of 

course, the Jews in the religious orthodox sense, not the secular. Many supporters of the 

religious trend consider the secular to be non-Jewish people who speak Hebrew as a form of 

colonialism that threatens the Jewish faith and its traditions (El-Sayed, 2014, p. 259). Ovadia 

Yosef described the secular teachers as donkeys, the Supreme Court judges as empty and evils, 

and the Zionist court judges as unworthy of trying the Jews. Yosef further noted that Israel is 

full of sinful Jews who anger the Lord (ibid., p. 260). Several secular writers argue that there 
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is no democracy in Israel, as Shas has become like the Shiites in Lebanon who control the 

government, and the government of Israel has become half anarchist and half religious (Shahak 

& Mtsvinsky, 2001, p. 82). One of the leaders of Shas announced that Shas was working to 

create a Halakha state in which the courts would apply Jewish law, but he claimed that this 

religious state would guarantee religious freedom (Yiftachel, 2016, p. 659).  

It appears from the above that Shas, like other religious parties, is exploiting democracy 

to achieve their goal of establishing a religious state. The orthodox agenda contradicts many of 

the basic features of democracy, such as popular sovereignty, civil equality, and rule of law, 

individual freedom, and autonomy (ibid.). Shas, like other religious parties, has factors that 

will help it achieve the goal of establishing the state of Halakha, where the number of religious 

people has increased at a rate higher than the increase in the secular because of the high birth 

rate among them (Al-Saleh, 2021, p. 352). Economist Eli Berman found that the fertility rate 

of ultra-Orthodox Sephardic women in Israel is almost unmatched in modern demography; 

among them, their fertility increased by 2.5 children (Schiffman, 2005, p. 112).  The 

demographic growth rate among Haredi is 4% annually, and the number of so-called returnees 

in Israel is increasing, as well as religious education and social networks (Al-Saleh, 2021, p. 

352). 
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Conclusion 

Israeli society is sharply divided on national, sectarian, and religious grounds, and this division 

has increased societal conflicts, especially between secular and religious currents. Although 

the pioneers of Zionism considered their Zionism to be secular and employed Judaism as a 

nation and not as a religion, they employed some of the biblical and Talmudic texts and 

concluded the status quo agreement with the Haredim. Zionism's leaders had achieved their 

political and colonial goals by uniting the Jews, but they opened the door wide for the Jewish 

religious authority to dominate public and private life in Israel. 

In terms of religious commitment, the Jewish community in Israel is divided into three 

types: religious, traditional, and secular. The religious are those who adhere to the teachings of 

the Jewish religion and law and perform worship regularly. They are divided into two streams, 

the first is the ultra-Orthodox / Haredi, and the second is the modern Orthodox / religious 

Zionism. Ultra-Orthodox is a tendency in Jewish fundamentalism with multiple wings and 

denominations, united by the claim to adhere to the literalism of the Jewish heritage from the 

Torah and the Talmud, and they reject Zionism. Modern Orthodoxy / religious Zionism is a 

Zionist religious current opposed to the secular current, but it recognizes Zionism. They 

deviated from the religious concept calling for waiting for the Messiah, to the idea of not 

waiting for Christ and dependence on the work of the Jews themselves with the aim of 

"returning" to Palestine to establish the state. Followers of the Jewish religious trend in both 

parts define their identity, if it is Jewish or Israeli, most of them, with 78%, consider their basic 

identity to be Jewish and not Israeli. The percentage of religious Jews ranges between 20-25%, 

which is likely to increase in the coming years for several reasons, the most important of which 

is the high fertility rate of Haredi women. 



79 

Traditional Jews are selective adherents of religion as they do not regularly worship yet feel 

that religion is important to them to express their identity and community. 61% of them 

consider their primary identity as Jewish, compared to 32% of them identifying it as Israeli. 

The secular are those who are committed to respecting religious occasions but as national 

occasions, and they more than others believe that democracy should take precedence over 

Jewish law. They vote for several parties, but most of them do not vote for a religious party, 

except some from the eastern sect vote on an ethnic basis to the religious Shas party. Most of 

the secular identify their primary identity as Israeli, at approximately 65%.  

Some factors contributed to the growth of the Jewish religious movements in Israel, 

including religious education, which is completely independent of government education and 

is controlled by the Haredi movement. The second factor was the military victories achieved 

by Israel, as political sociologists in Israel believed that most of the population view these 

victories as the fulfillment of Talmudic prophecies. Another factor that contributed to the rise 

of the religious trend was the inability of any party to form the government on its own to need 

small parties to form a government coalition. That encouraged religious parties to participate 

in the Knesset elections to participate in a government coalition, enabling them to achieve their 

goals. The religious trend had also been strengthened by the economic, demographic, and 

cultural changes that Israel has undergone. In 1979, Israel was hit by an economic crisis that 

forced its government to adopt a policy of privatization, which exacerbated the problem of 

unemployment and reduced financial support for the poor. The governmental vacuum was 

filled by social institutions affiliated with religious parties. The large government support for 

settlements and their growth made many Jews move to them and from then they supported 

religious parties that refused to evacuate the settlements. The demographic shifts were 

represented in an increase in birth rates among religious people compared to secular ones, 

where the number of births for a religious Jewish woman ranges between 7 to 9, while the 
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number of births for a secular Jewish mother ranges from 1.5 to 2 or a little more. The past 

three decades had also witnessed the study of many secular groups of religious heritage, which 

made many of them close to religion. One of the reasons for the growing role of religious forces 

was the collapse of ideological differences between secular parties, especially in how to deal 

with the Palestinians, as these parties now present the same positions, which made the Israeli 

public face similar secular programs with different programs for religious parties that attracted 

more supporters. 

The religious and political authority in Shas, like other Haredi parties, is embodied in 

the hands of a supreme body called the Council of Torah Elders, which takes important 

decisions under the provisions of the Torah, Jewish law, and inherited traditions. While Shas 

members of the Knesset make their daily political decisions, they turn to the Council of Torah 

Elders for very important decisions, that is, there is no freedom of action for a Knesset member 

in the Shas list without the approval and guidance of the movement's spiritual leader and its 

Council of Elders. The female component is not only absent from the Torah Council of Elders 

in Shas, but also the party as a whole. This is the case in all Haredi parties, unlike some religious 

Zionist parties that allow women to join the party and run on its list for the Knesset elections.  

Shas is ideologically and religiously similar to the view of the Haredi parties, as they 

seek to establish the state and the life of society based on the Torah and the teachings of Jewish 

rules, Halakha. They are also similar in the general nature of their activities, in terms of their 

focus on religious issues and material interests that belong to the audience of each party, as 

well as serving their institutions and bodies.  

The Shas leadership classified its party as Zionist, but Zionist according to a new 

interpretation of Zionism from a secular movement to a Sephardic religious concept. Shas 

distanced itself from the ultra-Orthodox anti-Zionist view, which views Zionism and its results, 

as a theological dilemma. Instead, Shas presented itself with a new ideology and a new Zionism 



81 

that some have called Sephardic Zionism. Shas revolted against the secular nature of the 

Ashkenazi state to give the state a new identity based on the foundations of the Sephardic 

religious traditions, and this stems from the populist nature of Shas. 

Shas is a religious populism, which is a form of populism, but is characterized by the 

production of populism in a particular religious style or key in which religion is important first 

and foremost as an indicator of identity to distinguish between good "us" and evil "they". Shas, 

like other Jewish religious parties, is an entirely populist religious party that exploits religion 

to reject others and stigmatizes them with evil, whether they are Russian-born Israelis, secular, 

or even Palestinians and African immigrants, as well as Ashkenazi elitism represented by the 

Supreme Court, where many Shas leaders have stigmatized its members as evil, rebellious, and 

reckless. Shas is politicizing religious discourse in its confrontation with its supposed political 

opponents. 

Shas, like the Jewish religious parties, has a current goal and a deferred goal regarding 

the nature of the state of Israel. It currently aims for the state to become more Jewish, but its 

deferred goal is the religious control of the state as a whole to become a religious state. The 

Jewish religious parties exploit democracy to achieve their goal of establishing a religious state, 

as the orthodox agenda conflicts with many basic features of democracy, such as popular 

sovereignty, civil equality, rule of law, individual freedom, and autonomy. Some factors help 

the Jewish religious parties, including Shas, to achieve the goal of establishing the Halakha 

state. The number of religious people has increased at a higher rate than the increase in the 

secular because of the high birth rate among them. The demographic growth rate among Haredi 

is 4% annually, and the number of so-called returnees to Judaism in Israel is increasing, as well 

as religious education and social networking. 

The Israeli political system is currently suffering from the inability to set new rules, but 

the influence of religious Zionism and the Haredim is increasing within state institutions such 
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as the army, judiciary, parliament, and government where its current president is religious for 

the first time. There is a clear phenomenon of religious Zionists infiltrating secular parties to 

change from within and reach decision-making and power centers, within a crystallized 

organizational effort. Secularization cannot challenge the status quo and religious 

authoritarianism, since a majority of two-thirds of the Jewish population supports the authority 

of Judaism as a religion in public and private life. Secularization in Israel is not limited only to 

people describing themselves as secular but to actual practices where many of those who 

describe themselves as secular are subject to religious practices such as Yom Kippur fasting, 

the traditional Passover, and circumcision. 

The secular-religious conflict in Israel has not succeeded in separating religion from the 

state. Rather, religion still has authority in public and private life, with demographic, economic, 

and ideological changes in favour or against secularization. However, the challenges facing 

secularization in Israel are increasing over time. No one cannot say that Israel is secular or 

religious, but I believe the appropriate current description of the Israeli system is between 

secularization and theocracy. There are factors and indications that Israel is going to become a 

theocratic state in the future which has dangerous effects on not only Israeli society and indeed 

the region, but the world as a whole. 

It is necessary to recommend conducting future studies on the role of populist religious 

parties in political and ideological violence in Israel, in addition to separate studies on the extent 

of the presence of religious forces in all state institutions, the Knesset, the government, the 

judiciary, and the army, and their impact on the democracy and secularism of the state as well. 

Also, studying the impact of the Jewish religious growth in Israel on minorities in the country 

may be conducted, as well as their impact on the Arab-Israeli conflict. 
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