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INTRODUCTION 

Almost thirty-five years after Camp David and twenty years after the Oslo Accord, a fundamental question 

remains unanswered: does the majority of the Israeli public support a left-wing or right-wing ideology? The 

answer, in a democratic system, should be obvious, since elections are supposed to give a clear picture of the 

political preferences of the voting public. However, Israeli polls are misleading. After the Yom Kippur disaster 

in 1977, Menachem Begin won his premiership running as the hawkish leader who never would surrender 

even one grain of sand from the Land of Israel. Yet after he personally gave up the entire Sinai Peninsula his 

party won an even greater majority in 1981.1 Yitzhak Rabin won his premiership in 1992 representing the 

hawkish section of the Labor party with declarations that he would never negotiate with the PLO;2 yet it seems 

that signing the Oslo Accords led him, rather, to the peak of his popularity.3 

Is there a logical explanation for this development? The same Sharon who won the 2003 elections when he 

declared that Netzarim, a remote and tiny settlement in the middle of the Gaza Strip, was as much part of Israel 

as Tel Aviv, would, in the course of a several years, be the one to dismantle that settlement as well as others in 

Gaza and in north Samaria. The polls, however, did not reflect a decline of public support,4 and, after 

abandoning the policy which brought him into his office, Sharon’s party again won the elections.5 
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What seems to move the Israeli voting public? Do Israelis vote for the right but deep in their hearts desire left-

wing governance? And once a leader who appears to be ideologically right-wing comes to power, how is it that 

left-wing policies only strengthen him? The dichotomous, left-right paradigm fails us. Other tools are needed: 

we propose as an alternative the clash of civil religions. 

Israeli politics, particularly the unstable and unpredictable trends of public opinion on matters of major 

importance, defies a traditional Left-Right typology. Sometimes, left-wing voters support their leaders’ 

conservative policies; at other times right-wing voters support their leaders’ liberal inclinations. The political 

map is blurred, and confusion reigns. This paper suggests a novel use of the civil religions paradigm toward 

the goal of demystifying this type of behavior. 

The civil religions paradigm dates back to the French revolution, with Jean Jacques Rousseau one of its first 

expositors.6 Robert Bellah and others adopted it in the 1970s as a tool to analyze modern societies.7 During the 

following decade, Robert Wuthnow demonstrated how a different, new civil religion was competing with the 

old one, displacing it and thus reshaping Western political structures.8 Use of the civil religions paradigm—and 

more specifically, the notion of the clash of civil religions—as an analytical model will enable us better to 

understand the Israeli political sphere. 

The clash of civil religions paradigm will be introduced in several stages.  

First, five core dimensions of religion will be noted. Next, the idea of civil religion is introduced, with a 

distinction—based on the American case—between the classic civil religion and a new civil religion. Third, 

the Israeli form of civil religion, namely, Ben Gurion’s mamlachtiut, is described in detail. Fourth, the Israeli  

form of a new civil religion—the “visionary” approach of Shimon Peres—is examined. Fifth, a comparison 

between the two civil religions is advanced; this comparison focuses not on the content of the civil religions 

but rather on the realism of mamlachtiut as compared to the denialism of the new civil religion. Finally,  

some practical conclusions are drawn. Specifically, we note that an awareness of  

the workings of the new civil religion within Israeli society could enable us to  

make some sense of the political debate and to explain how, during recent decades, decisions have been made 

with nary a nod toward a traditional Left-Right dichotomy. 

DEFINITIONS OF CIVIL RELIGION 

Civil religion is a term that was coined by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. As a thinker of the Enlightenment and of 

the French Revolution, Rousseau envisioned a religion that was subject to secular legislation, one which held 

society together with a spiritual foundation consisting not of God but rather of the state institutions and its 

laws.9 According to Tocqueville, this vision was successfully fulfilled, not in France but rather in the American 

colonies.10 

Nineteenth-century thinkers also tried to understand the social expression of religion.11 Sociologist Emil 

Durkheim was probably the first to examine empirically the phenomenon of civil religion. In his early 

anthropological accounts of an Australian aboriginal tribe that worshipped a godless social system, 12 he noted 

that religion could exchange the first attribute of supernatural or metaphysical ruling force for an earthly 

substitute: the public.13 



During the 1930s, Talcott Parsons made use of Durkheim’s notion of a godless form of religion to explain that 

how American culture was shaped by a secular style of Christianity.14 During the first half of the twentieth 

century several civil religions flourished not only in the US, but all over the globe: Soviet Communism, 

Fascism, and Nazism.15 

During the late 1960s and early 1970s, Parsons and others revived both Rousseau and the use of the term civil 

religion.16 Best-known and one of the first in this new wave was Parson’s student, Robert Bellah, who in 1967 

published an article entitled, “Civil Religion in America.” Bellah demonstrated how the social structure in the 

US, though democratic in nature, was driven by the cultural settings of a civil religion.17 

In 1988, Bellah’s student, Robert Wuthnow, published his theory concerning a new civil religion in America, 

claiming that the old, conservative civil religion was contested in the United States by a new, liberal, set of 

beliefs.18 I propose that in Israel, as in the American case, two civil religions, an old one as described by Bellah 

and a new one as identified by Wuthnow, are engaged in a struggle for social hegemony. 

THE ISRAELI OLD CIVIL RELIGION: MAMLACHTIUT 

Robert Bellah, who maintained that the basic premise of the American civil religion lay in the subordination of 

the nation to ethical principles, was fully aware of the fact that every nation comes to some form of religious 

self-understanding.19 Hence, following Bellah, most contemporary academic discourse refers to the American 

case as the prototype of civil religion, which permits us to adopt it as a general social pattern for other modern 

societies.20 Civil religion is considered to be a belief system that expresses collective self-identity and sanctifies 

aspects of civil life through public rituals and ceremonies.21 

Myron Aronoff introduced the paradigm into the Israeli milieu in his paper, published in 1981, “Civil religion 

in Israel.”22 Aronoff noted that Zionism placed collectivity at the center of its meaning system and that it 

established a symbolic structure which created a common Israeli frame of reference.23 Charles Liebman and 

Eliezer Don-Yehiya further developed this idea and described a civil religion that was shaped by Ben Gurion’s 

notion of mamlachtiut.24 

The Israeli concept of mamlachtiut could best be understood as a patriotic and responsible form of statism. 

Thus, during Israel’s youth, state and party institutions were at the center of its political system, at the expense 

of civil society. The Israeli form of statism established power for the state far beyond its institutional 

dimension. It offered a basic mental framework that stressed values and symbols which recognized the state as 

an ultimate entity, legitimized its power, and mobilized the population to serve its goals.25 The term statism, 

however, is somewhat misleading, because Ben Gurion did not consider that the state should be an end unto 

itself. He wished to instill in Israeli citizens a respect for legitimate public authority and a sense of public 

consciousness.26 Mamlachtiut, then, should not be understood as positing state predominance over other social 

power centers but rather as a form of responsible citizenship.27 

Ben Gurion’s mamlachtiut conforms with John Coleman’s notion that civil religion is a symbolic system that 

relates the citizen’s role and society’s place in space, time, and history to the conditions of ultimate existence 



and meaning.28 Ben-Gurion’s papers, letters, and memoirs reflect a mamlachtiut that incorporated the five 

essential dimensions of religion: 

1)   A divine entity, supernatural and metaphysical, that rules the world 

For Ben Gurion, divinity was not an external force, but rather the Jews as a nation. He proclaimed that 

“Zionism, political and secular, held that Israel must be redeemed by its own efforts and by natural agency, 

that the Jewish people on its own must create the foundations of a new life […].”29 

2)   A solid doctrine that frames reality and forms fundamental moral codes 

Ben Gurion’s mamlachtiut was based on negation of the galut (the Diaspora, or exile); hence, the imperative 

for every Jew to immigrate to Israel.30 Galut was replaced by Homeland,31 and the debilitated Diaspora Jew was 

to be replaced by a rehabilitated, enlightened man.32 The spiritual foundations for the new Jewish society in 

Israel are based on biblical sources that glorify the nation’s ancient days,33 but the unity of the people 

encompasses not only the local residents of the state but also Jews all over the world who at one point or 

another are bound to wake up, abandon the Diaspora, and to come to Israel. Immigration to Israel (aliyah, 

ascending) implies a spiritual elevation that a Jew is bound to experience upon returning to his country. 

Conversely, emigration from Israel (yerida, descending) is understood to imply a degradation.34 

3)   Total devotion, personal sacrifice, and eternal commemoration 

Ben Gurion spoke of the ultimate sacrifice that awaited every person in Israel, who “[…] are called to the most 

painful task in […] history, are summoned to pledge outright allegiance to the Jewish revolution, allegiance in 

sentiment and will, in thought and deed, in your lives and, if it must be, with your lives.”35 

For Ben Gurion, the pioneers are the bearers of sacrifice, but his use of the Hebrew word for pioneering, 

halutziut, seems to express something that extends far beyond merely pioneering. He claimed that “halutzim 

[…] are pioneers of labor, science and construction, armed with powerful wills and conscious of a mission,” 

who “yield their very lives for the fulfillment of their dreams.”36 For Ben Gurion, the everlasting greatness of 

haluziut lay in his understanding that: “[…It] alters the present for the sake […] of generations to come, not to 

gratify the individual but for the common good, not for personal gain but to profit all society and each member 

of it.”37 

4)   Public rituals and ceremonies 

Mamlachtiut dictated its religious ceremonies as well as pilgrimage sites and holy places fit for rituals and 

educational experiences. Ben Gurion often mentioned “the sainted disciples of Rabbi Akiva [and] the warriors 

of Masada.”38 Accordingly, Rabbi Akiva and Bar Kokhba39 became national heroes, and Masada,40 a national 

myth. In modern Israel, Lag Ba’Omer turned into a Jewish holiday that was nationally redefined by secular 

Zionists, as the day that commemorates the Bar Kokhba revolt against the Roman Empire. The non-religious 

rituals of this newly celebrated holiday include the lighting of bonfires throughout the country; families go on 

picnics; elementary-school children go to the fields with their teachers with wooden bows and rubber-tipped 



arrows just like the days of yore when everyone took part in the great Jewish  

uprising. 

The different rituals around Masada started with youth trips to the summit, where the last words of the ancient 

rebels would be often read to the light of candles. Youth movements and schools were followed by army units, 

and, until the 1970s, soldiers would hold their swearing-in ceremonies there, with fire inscriptions “Never 

again shall Masada fall.”41 

5)   Agents and social institutions that propagate religious rituals and define social boundaries 

The two major engines of mamlachtiut were the educational system and the army. During the 1950s, educators 

and academics all over the country conferred and sought techniques to pass on the spirit of Zionist pioneering 

and to teach the post-1948 generation the mamlachtiut form of republican citizenship.42 Likewise, the IDF 

became an important agent of mamlachtiut, and its mission extended far beyond professional duties: “The 

army is to be a school for growing youth, a nursery of the nation’s singleness, its culture and courage […].”43 

Indeed, as in every civil religion, it was, in Ben Gurion’s view, the role of state institutions to carry out every 

national mission.44 

A NEW COMPETING CIVIL RELIGION IN ISRAEL 

During the 1980s, a deep cultural change took place in Israeli society. A new civil religion emerged. As noted 

above, Robert Wuthnow identified a competing new civil religion in the United States that drew on a liberal set 

of religious values.45 It seems that Israel followed suit. Shimon Peres is a proponent of this new civil religion, 

to which he contributed substantially. Since the primary goal of this paper is to reach a typology based on the 

differences and similarities among cases, I shall apply a comparative approach. A thorough look at Peres’ 

language indicates that we are indeed observing a competing new civil religion with a distinct outlook. 

1)   A divine entity, supernatural and metaphysical, that rules the world 

Like every civil religion, the new one has displaced God from the basic set of beliefs. “I don’t think that God is 

a great mechanic that sits somewhere and plans and makes man and makes this and makes that,” says Shimon 

Peres.46 Instead, he believes in the abilities of the Jewish nation to overcome its tragedies, “[…] rising up again, 

shaking itself free, gathering together its dispersed remnants […] and reaching new heights of distinction and 

excellence.”47 Though the national idea seems to remain central in the new civil religion presented by Peres, 

the idea of nationhood seems to have been watered down: “The Jewish people [are] neither a nation nor a 

religion in the accepted sense of those terms. Its essence is a message rather than a political structure; a faith 

rather than an ecclesiastical hierarchy.”48 

2)   A solid doctrine that frames reality and forms fundamental moral codes 

The essence of the new civil religion is the pursuit of peace. Peres acknowledges that the Zionist mission was 

to restore the Jewish people to their homeland. Thus, issues of defense and security were of top priority and 

wars had to be fought and won.49 However, military victories are ephemeral. They may add to the glory of the 



nation, but not to its well-being. Accordingly he concludes that “there is just one victory, which is peace.”50 

Peace is “neither a pipe dream nor an expendable luxury. It is a vital necessity […].”51 

We learn, then, three articles of faith, which were part of its belief system: (a) the futility of physical strength; 

(b) the emergence of a new world; (c) the appearance of a new Middle East 

(a) The futility of physical strength: according to the doctrine of the new civil religion, measures of national 

materialistic advantages, so important for military victories, should be considered as no more than a means to 

reach the real destiny, which is peace. Hence the point of being strong is not in order to be strong, but in order 

to make peace.52 

According to Peres, avoiding physical strength has long been seen as a Jewish moral imperative.53 

Furthermore, the old standards by which a country’s physical strength are measured have lost their relevance. 

Land and natural resources are less important than science, technology and information. Thus, internet trumps 

geography on the scale of national priority.54 

(b) The emergence of a new world 

Since physical strength is considered irrelevant in the new civil religion, it follows that the whole world has 

been renewed on a different basis. Once almost everything can be artificially produced, all the old concepts of 

power belong to an irrelevant past.55 The conflicts that shape the world in this new era will now center on the 

content of civilization, but not over territories. Unique properties of a people’s geography, language and 

culture are substituted for advantages dictated by a country’s scientific and technological capacities which 

need no specific homeland.56 Thus, the concept of a new and different world permits an escape into the future, 

where global confrontations have already evaporated.57 

(c) The appearance of a new Middle East58 

The new civil religion presupposes that Jews and Arabs alike have realized that, with advent of the new world 

order, making peace was imperative.59 Following this logic, the Oslo accords are therefore an act of shortening 

their advent.60 According to Peres, we are facing a new Middle East, “without wars, without fronts, without 

enemies, without ballistic missiles, and without nuclear warheads. […] A Middle East that is not a killing field, 

but a field of creativity and growth.”61 

3)   Agents and social institutions that maintain religion and define social boundaries 

The bureaucracy of the state provides the indoctrination apparatus for the new civil religion. As part of a state-

controlled effort to elevate the activities from partisan politics to a national level, the Yitzhak Rabin Center 

was established in the form of a state institution that coordinates official memorial ceremonies and maintains 

educational Rabin-heritage programs.62 

A COMPARISON BETWEEN THE TWO COMPETING CIVIL RELIGIONS 



The critical difference between the two competing secular religions lies in their belief systems. That is, the two 

civil religions differ from each other in their relative emphases on realism as opposed to denialism. 

Religious faith is capable of driving people to folly, and for this reason it is viewed by atheist scholars as a 

type of mental illness.63 Perhaps the major danger lies in recourse to denial. Denial can be defined as the refusal 

to accept an empirically verifiable reality and an irrational manner of action that withholds validation of a 

historical experience or event.64 Denial is the refusal, often a collective one, to acknowledge painful realities, 

thoughts or feelings, in the psychological sphere as well as in the social and the political one.65 Denialism is 

multi-determined, but its religious roots are grounded in the ease with which recourse to self-delusion is 

available in the religious sphere. Indeed religious conviction has been shown to have a profound effect on 

human observation.66 

It would seem that Ben Gurion himself could have been a denialist. One can find in his writings prophetic 

expressions, such as, “from out of the storm Messiah’s trumpet-call reaches our ears.”67 He also spoke about 

the success of the Jewish spirit originating from “messianic hope and the longing for national and universal 

redemption.”68 Was it not denialism, then, that led Ben Gurion to declare independence? From the vantage 

point of realism, the proclamation of a state on May 4, 1948 could be seen as such a step. Gush Etzion had 

surrendered; the hold on the Jerusalem area was tenuous; Tel Aviv was awaiting bombardment; there was no 

guarantee of American or other international support; and military intelligence could make no assurance of 

future victories of the small Jewish entity over the large Arab armies.69 

Ben Gurion’s approach appears in retrospect to have been quite realistic. Even at the height of victory he 

rejected the notion of a guarantee of future success.70 He was well aware of the Israeli advantage, but warned 

nevertheless: “[…] We cannot construct our present or our future on the weaknesses of others, on Arab frailty. 

The Arabs, too, will arm themselves in the course of time. They will not always lack learning and technical 

skills.”71 

Indeed, Ben Gurion displayed a remarkable realism regarding the most crucial problems confronting Zionism. 

As early as the 1930s, he publicly spoke of the political rights of the Arabs as well as their demographic 

advantage.72 Ben Gurion’s letter, written from Lucerne in October 1937, to his children, Geula and Amos, 

stressed the practical nature of his dream, “a Zionism which is realistic in its view of the present and daring 

and far-seeing in its vision of the future.”73 This famous letter shows a marked sense of clarity: “There is no 

room in politics for sentimental considerations. The only thing we must consider is: what is desirable and good 

for us, what is the path that leads to the goal, what policy will strengthen us and what policy will weaken us?”74 

Shimon Peres stands in strong contrast to Ben Gurion. Peres is a proponent of the belief system of the new 

civil religion. At first glance, he appears to have inherited Ben Gurion’s realism. Peres, like Ben Gurion, seems 

reasonable and practical. “[…] Unless you want to be a revolutionary by profession” he says “[…] you have to 

submit to different circumstances.”75 Additionally, he claims to have been accused of being a pragmatist and an 

executor, one who led doers who never cared about vision or ideology.76 

Nonetheless, Peres, unlike Ben Gurion, presents civil religion’s doctrine wherein political risks are taken 

solely on the basis of a reality that is wishfully framed: “Peace in our region” he declares “[…] has built a 



permanent place for itself in the realm of reality.”77 With deep awareness of the unrealistic nature of his 

optimism, Peres argues that it is all a matter of choice: “[…] pessimism has always seemed to me a useless 

frame of mind.”78 Yet the choice, one should remember, is based on a long tradition, taken from our historic 

origins: “[…] the great thing about Judaism is that it is very optimistic because it is based on the idea that you 

can improve every person, you can better every nation, you can bring an end to wars.”79 

This explains why Peres could describe his vision as though it were based on fact: “we are ending a decade-

long history dominated by war and embarking on an era in which the guns will stay silent while dreams 

flourish.”80 In the new world that Peres has created, a crisis is just a passing phenomenon. Dangers represent 

the seeds of opportunity, and enemies can be potential new partners.81 This explains why the people of Gaza 

should not be thought of as the manpower reservoir of regional terrorism; rather, they are admirable people. 

They “have many endearing qualities […]. They are an intelligent people; their womenfolk, in particular, are 

feisty and determined.”82 

It is only natural, then, that in Peres’ view Yasser Arafat was not a terrorist but rather an urbane leader who 

refused to submit to the discipline of history.83 Peres recounted how Arafat quoted the bible in order to remind 

the world that we are all the sons of Abraham, and when talking about the tomb of Rachel, the Palestinian 

leader almost made Israel’s eternal mother a member of his own family.84 

Israeli Military Intelligence possessed mounting evidence that Arafat was deeply involved in supporting 

terrorist groups, actively aiding their leaders who opposed any conciliation with Israel, and secretly organizing 

his own military forces far beyond the agreed-upon numbers in the first Oslo pact.85 The fact that Peres ignored 

Arafat’s violations of the Oslo agreements reflected his disregard of information reported by the security 

professionals. His contempt for intelligence experts who might damage the internal logic of his doctrine is 

revealed in his comment that specialists on Palestinian affairs are no more than an Israeli invention and that 

experts have no authority other than to analyze and to refrain from making comments about future 

probabilities.86 

We have identified two distinct forms of civil religion playing a role in Israel’s recent history: the responsible 

and realistic civil religion of mamlachtiut and a civil religion founded on a belief system in which visionaries 

take political  

risks based largely on illusions that stem from the manner in which they frame reality. 

CONCLUSION 

What on first impression appears as erratic public opinion and a series of unstable policies attains coherence 

when we apply the model of civil religion, and specifically the paradigm that indicates the dynamics of a clash 

of civil religions. 

I have introduced this paradigm in a step-by-step fashion, First, I offered a look at the theoretical foundations 

of civil religion, and then moved to the Israeli case, where Ben Gurion’s mamlachtiut proved to be the ultimate 

civil religion. His was a civil religion built to cultivate and encourage a sense of responsibility—a civic 

virtue—and to enable mobilization of the public for the strengthening of the newly formed state. Whereas 



scholars of Israel Studies have traditionally taken the view that Israel is driven by one civil religion, I assert 

that a second and new civil religion has emerged. In Israel, just as in America, the new civil religion is based 

on liberal beliefs and on a longing for peace. Its doctrine and rituals differ substantially from mamlachtiut. 

They challenge the core of the older civil religion and threaten to replace it. Thus, during the last decades, we 

have been observing a social and ideological conflict. 

The Oslo agreements and the public support that they attracted provide an excellent test of the validity of this 

paradigm. Within the context of the negotiations that led to the Oslo accords, issues that were considered taboo 

and had been totally unthinkable by any former Israeli leader were now placed on the table, namely the future 

status of Jerusalem and the return of Palestinian refugees.87 In the Cairo agreement of May 1994, the 

withdrawal of the IDF from major posts in Judea and Samaria was accompanied by the arming of thousands of 

Palestinians, most of whom were brought in from Tunis with their families.88 Thus, over a period of several 

months, Israel simply retreated from its traditional foreign policy. The leadership of Israel gave up its principle 

of refraining from negotiations with terrorists; it elevated the PLO to the level of an equal international 

partner;89 it conducted a military withdrawal that would put an end to Israeli control over the territories in 

dispute; and it reversed one of the prominent achievements of the 1982 intervention in Lebanon by bringing 

Palestinian terrorists directly to Israel from their training camps in Tunis together with their families and 

officially arming them. 

A puzzling moderation, if not apathy, characterized the Israeli public reaction to these steps. Even when the 

peace talks with Arafat and the Israeli retreat from strategic areas resulted in an increase in terror attacks, the 

polls continued to indicate that about fifty percent of Israeli citizens did not oppose the process.90 Only a year 

before, the “peace makers” considered it necessary to persuade the public into thinking that they were voting 

for a leader who would never negotiate with terrorists. Despite the ideological U-turn that its prime minister 

had made, the same public now behaved passively. How did it come to be that the same people who believed 

that they were electing a leader who would never abandon Israel’s long-held principles acceded to a 

contradictory foreign policy? 

Public dissent over the Oslo treaties was extremely limited in scale. None of the protest rallies exceeded tens of 

thousands of demonstrators. Even the largest and best-known of them, the Jerusalem rally of October 5, 1995 

that achieved infamy because of the posters that portrayed Rabin in SS uniform, counted no more than 100,000 

participants.91 If we assume that, out of a population of approximately four million Jews in the mid-1990s, 

about half opposed the Israeli retreat, we are left with at least two million Israeli citizens whose opinion was 

never counted. Yet only five percent of them (at most) demonstrated against the irreversible moves that the 

government was making. Nearly all remained at home. 

While it is a research commonplace that Israeli society is in constant flux,92 social changes alone cannot 

explain Israeli tolerance of such inconsistency in national existential matters. Employing the paradigm of clash 

of civil religions, and following the shift from one civil religion to another, one might explain how a veteran 

war hero, for example, could with political impunity resort to right-wing ideology as a candidate and left-wing 

ideology as an incumbent. 



The new civil religion attracted growing numbers of believers who voted for the right but cherished a new 

doctrine that sanctified peace. When Ha’aretz journalist Gideon Samet welcomed the new Israeli policy he 

spoke for such believers when reporting that “the new Israeli majority […] does not want the mysticism of 

land or the sanctity of hills and tombs.”93 

The late prime minister articulated its fundamental doctrine. He declared to the Knesset immediately after 

taking office: “I am prepared to travel to Amman, Damascus, and Beirut today or tomorrow, for there is no 

greater victory than the victory of peace.”94 Similarly, Abba Eban asserted that “the peace process gives Israel a 

chance to redeem its own democratic identity.”95 Perhaps the most extreme expression of the late prime 

minister’s adherence to the new civil religion was revealed on the 1995 Tel-Hai Memorial Day, when he 

explicitly repudiated the teachings of mamlachtiut, proclaiming that: “[…] For seventy-five years we have 

been carrying on with this story, […] it is good to die for our country. […] And I say to you today: […] it is 

good to live for our country.”96 

The new civil religion brought about shifts in the Israeli consensus. A student of Israeli politics reading this 

paper could be forgiven for concluding that the old civil religion that belonged to a group of war-mongers 

waned, and a new civil religion, one of peace-loving people, prevailed.97 The situation, however, is far more 

complicated because, beyond the socio-political analysis afforded by the civil religion paradigm, there is also a 

crucial difference between the doctrines of mamlachtiut and of the New Middle East. The new civil religion 

was shaped by a selective denial of reality. 

Ari Shavit, a senior columnist at Ha’aretz, a daily liberal newspaper, was an exemplar of this segment of elite 

opinion. A leading columnist and a member of the editorial board, Shavit for years had been an enthusiastic 

supporter of the Oslo Accords, but on December 27, 1997 he wrote: 

[…] In the early 90’s […] we, the enlightened Israelis, were infected with a messianic craze. Almost without 

noticing it, our peace movement […] began to whirl itself into an ecstatic Kabbalistic dervish trance. All of a 

sudden, we believed that the great global changes […] were signaling us that the end of the old Middle East 

was near. The end of history, the end of wars, the end of the conflict. Like the members of any other messianic 

movement, we decided to hasten the end …. 

[…] We had acted like fools. We fooled ourselves with illusions. We were bedazzled into committing a 

collective act of messianic drunkenness. 98 

The Israeli public turned a blind eye to the risks of arming the PLO and importing thousands of terrorists from 

Tunis to Israel’s very doorstep. The denial of empirical reality paralyzed caution and silenced criticism. The 

new civil religion crossed the traditional dividing line that separated Left and Right.99 

The paradigm which we have proposed posits the presence of civil religions in Israel. It not only allows us to 

comprehend a dimension of Israeli politics which has not been fully appreciated but also to identify the 

dangers of certain prevailing beliefs which have been driven by denialism. A retreat from rational behavior 

cannot be explained with the aid of the customary analytical tools. However, the proposed civil religion 



paradigm, though it may not be perfect, provides an effective method for testing and understanding certain 

Israeli political attitudes and repeated manifestations of counter-intuitive behavior. 

*** 
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