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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Comprising over 20% of Israel’s population, Palestinian citizens of Israel have historically faced
a multitude of barriers to political expression and representation within Israel’s political system.
Examining voting patterns at the local and national levels, one can discern that Palestinian
citizens consistently vote at a higher level in municipal elections than in parliamentary elections.
The central role of the hamula, or extended family, in local affairs creates a mutually reinforcing
push for the Palestinians living in relatively homogenous towns and municipalities to go out and
cast their vote consistently in high numbers. While at the national level, voting turnouts have
historically fluctuated in reaction to attacks on Palestinians in Israel, Palestinians in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip, and neighboring Arab countries as a whole. As a result, the Palestinian
vote in Israel has become highly elastic in response to internal and external events. This issue has
been compounded by legislation designed to silence Palestinian voices in Israel’s Knesset, or
parliament, and right-wing policies working actively and passively to suppress voting turnout in
national elections. These factors combined raise questions about whether the political regime in
Israel can be most accurately characterized as a democracy, as a hybrid regime, or as something
in between an ethnic democracy and an ethnocracy. Exploring the platforms, mechanisms,
evolution of Palestinian citizen’s voting in Israel provides a lens through which one can more
accurately assess regime type in Israel.
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I. INTRODUCTION
A Note on Terminology

There are many ways to refer to the population of Palestinians who remained in Israel
after the events of 1948, known as the War of Independence to the Zionist victors or the Nakba
(meaning “catastrophe” in Arabic) to its vanquished Palestinians: Israelis, Palestinians, Israeli
Palestinians, Palestinian Arabs, Palestinians of 1948, Palestinians in Israel, Israeli Arabs or
Palestinian citizens of Israel. A historical campaign defined by wars, land dispossession, cultural
and ethnic erasure make the presence or absence of the words “Israel” or “Palestine” in these
descriptors carry a certain weight that can serve to empower or disempower people to whom one
refers. Inevitably, the choice of any one of these descriptors is a politically loaded one and must
be done with deliberateness and intentionality. In common Israeli parlance, Palestinians who
remained in Israel after 1948 are referred to as Israeli Arabs or Arabs citizens of Israel. This
designation highlights the group’s civic identity of “Israeli” and their ethnic identity of “Arab,”
but omits the group’s national identity of “Palestinian,” which is effectively an erasure of the
group’s history, culture, and national political ontology. For the purposes of this study, I refer to
the Palestinians living in post-1948 Israel as “Palestinian citizens of Israel,” as this is how the
majority of those within the group self-identify.> The choice of using the descriptor Palestinian
citizen of Israel throughout this paper does not just honor this group’s national identity but also
serves as an analytic construct recalling their positionality in relation to the nascent country that
granted them citizenship rights.

Defining the Scope

The focus of this paper will be on the Palestinians who remained within the territory
conquered by Israel in its War of Independence after attempts to forcibly expel and depopulate
communities from historic Palestine. At the end of the 1948 war, approximately 156,000
Palestinians remained in the newly declared State of Israel.? In 2018, Israel’s Central Bureau of
Statistics reported that Palestinian citizens constitute 1.9 million or 21% of the overall population
in Israel.* At the time of Israel’s establishment, the Palestinians that remained in the territory
were granted citizenship and thus were eligible to vote in country’s first parliamentary elections
in 1949. Due to comparatively high birth rates, the percentage of eligible Palestinian voters in
Israel has nearly doubled from 8% in the 1960s to 16% in 2020. This figure is expected to
increase to 17.6% by 2033 .> Despite having the right to vote, Palestinians citizens of Israel did
not enjoy the same civil rights and liberties as their Jewish compatriots.

This study will not focus on the other Arab populations residing in territories annexed by
Israel during the Six Day War of 1967 and remain under Israeli control, particularly the
estimated 200,000 Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem and the 22,000 Druze inhabitants of
the Golan Heights. While Israel has occupied and annexed this territory, the Palestinians Arabs
and Syrian Druze in these areas are generally restricted to voting in municipal elections.®
Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem have largely boycotted the elections in protest of Israel’s
illegal occupation of the territory. Some Palestinian residents of East Jerusalem a endure a long,
painstaking, highly bureaucratic process of becoming naturalized Israeli citizens, and only then
are they able to vote in parliamentary elections. Already facing struggles to prove permanent
residency within the Jerusalem municipal boundaries, many Palestinians residents of East
Jerusalem resign themselves from going through the ordeal of applying for Israeli citizens in fear
of facing possible application denial.” On the other hand, the Druze of the Golan Heights were
offered Israeli citizenship after the territory was conquered in the 1967 war.® However, many of
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the Druze in the Golan Heights identify
as Syrian and refuse to accept Israeli
citizenship, and therefore they largely
boycotted the first-ever parliamentary
elections held in the territory in 2018.°
The majority of Palestinian
citizens of Israel (69%) live in
ethnically homogenous cities
throughout three regions of the
country: the Northern District
(Galilee), the Triangle, and the Nagab
(Negev). !° Forty-eight percent of
Palestinians live in the Galilee, which
spans from Haifa to the west, Beesan
(Beit She’an) to the east, and to the
Israeli-Lebanese border in the north.
Twenty-two percent of Palestinians in
Israel live in the Triangle, which is a
region that runs parallel to the 1967
Green Armistice Line drawn at the end
of the Six Day War in 1967 and
extends between Haifa to the north and

east-Tel Aviv. The Triangle is divided | ( . f A

into the northern Triangle, which : e \

includes the cities of cities Kafr Qara, \ § A —
Ar'ara, Baga al-Gharbiyye and Umm \ ) B GaMee: 650,000
al-Fahm and the southern Triangle, \ [ T Wags 2000
which includes Qalansawe, Tayibe, ' \ / MERS  T.
Kafr Qasim, Tira, and Jaljulia. Fifteen | EGYPT .\. / . :::‘o m"‘: ‘Zg'g
percent of Palestinians in Israel reside | (smapeny)\ /

in the Negev region in the southern \ SRR /

part of country, with the majority Figure 2. Map of Palestinian Residential Areas in Israel

concentrated around in Beersheba. The remaining fifteen percent of the population lives in mixed
cities, such as Haifa, Akka, Tel Aviv-Jaffa, Lod, and Ramla.

Theoretical Framework: Clashing Identities, Integration v. Segregation

To understand the voting habits of Palestinians citizens of Israel, one must begin with
understanding the elements that comprise the identity of Palestinians in Israel and how identity
informs political expression. The non-alignment of Palestinians’ national identity and citizenship
lies at the heart of the identity crisis that Palestinians in Israel face in debating whether to
integrate into or segregate from the state and its institutions. Palestinians citizens of Israel see
themselves as an indigenous minority who are under the rule of a largely non-indigenous
majority in a state that was forced onto them and does not represent their minority group.!! As a
result, Palestinians citizens have struggled to maintain representation in the political arena and
view themselves as equal citizens in the state that insists on defining itself as Jewish and whose
political right-wing fights to uphold an exclusivist status quo.
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The identity of Palestinians in Israel is highly complex, multifaceted and intersectional.
To simplify this complexity, one can organize identity into four independent but intersecting
layers: the civic (Israeli), national (Palestinian Arab), religious (Christian, Druze, or Muslim!?),
and regional (Galilee, Triangle, or Negev).!® These identity categories can be coupled with one
another—for example: Druze of the Galilee—to further clarify how one represents oneself. As
mentioned above, the selected configuration, inclusion or omission of any of these four identity
categories can serve to either empower or disempower the individual. These multifaceted and
intersecting features of the designation of Palestinians in Israel illustrate the complexity of
identity designations and its relationship to and impact on voting patterns. Furthermore, it is
important to recognize that these plural features of identity for Palestinian citizens of Israel are
activated and expressed with differing salience as Palestinians navigate daily life. For
Palestinians in Israel, the greatest tension exists in the relationship between their civic identity —
Israeli—and their national identity — Palestinian Arab.'*

The contradiction between citizenship the nationalism forms the basis of the identity
crisis faced by the Palestinian citizens of Israel. Being a citizen of the State of Israel, for
Palestinians, entails a loaded internal political struggle.!® Despite holding Israeli citizenship,
Palestinians are more attached historically, culturally, and socially to their relatives in the
occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip than to their Jewish compatriots. Though granted equal
rights before the state de jure, Palestinians in Israel as an ethnic minority are treated as second-
class citizens in a majority Jewish state de facto. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to assume that
Palestinians in Israel are united in rejection against Israel.!® In fact, the majority of Palestinians
accept their Israeli citizenship and do not wish to move to another country, not even a future
Palestinian state created in the West Bank and Gaza Strip.!” Subjectively, for many Palestinians,
the consequence of accepting the designation of “Israeli” via citizenship implies also accepting a
state-sponsored campaign on the rejection and erasure of their history, culture and national
struggle. Objectively, the consequence of accepting Israeli citizenship is that Palestinians are
entitled to use the rights accorded to them, particularly the right to vote, as a platform through
which they can push forward their demands before the state. As such, citizenship for the majority
of Palestinians in Israel serves not as a form of patriotic attachment to the state, but as a
framework through which they can work from within the political system to reform state policies
aimed to disenfranchise them.!® In other words, Israeli citizenship for Palestinians is a structure
of opportunity and resource for civil and political mobilization aimed at achieving equality
before the state."”

Indeed, choosing to either accept or reject the de jure rights afforded to them by
citizenship is the internal debate faced by Palestinians citizens of Israel. One side of the
intracommunal debate calls for integration in the Israeli political system, while the other calls for
segregation from it.*° On the one hand, those in support of integration into mainstream society
believe that joining forces with the Israeli political left will advance equality for all citizens on
the national stage.?! On the other hand, those in support of segregation believe that Palestinian
involvement in Israeli public life and party politics grants legitimacy to a political regime that
undermines Palestinian national aspirations and continues to marginalize Palestinians within
Israel’s putative democracy.?? Some of the most ardent proponents of segregation from the Israeli
political system support a withdrawal from national politics altogether and the creation of
autonomous Palestinian cultural, education and political institutions in Israel instead.>* This
paper mainly focuses on the challenges faced by Palestinian citizens of Israel who favor
integration within the Israeli political sphere. The ramifications of the demands and attempts by
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some Palestinian citizens to segregate from the Israeli political system altogether will be
considered in the conclusion of this paper.

Challenges to the Study

Table 3 of this paper includes local and national election polling data collected by Israel’s
Central Election Commission. The national election data are from Israel’s all 23 Knesset
elections and cover the period from 1949 to 2020. While election statistics are not normally
disaggregated by ethnicity (such as Arab or Jewish), the exit polling data collected from the
Galilee, Triangle and Negev, where the majority of the Palestinian citizens of Israel reside, are
able to give us the best approximation of how each community votes.?*

Methodology

This paper examines the platforms, mechanisms, evolution of Palestinian citizens voting
in Israel municipal and parliamentary elections. Part I established the theoretical framework
through which we will understand the complex identity of Palestinians in Israel, particularly the
contradiction between citizenship and nationalism, and how that complexity, with its internal
tensions and multiple features, informs the ways in which Palestinians choose to either integrate
into or segregate from the Israeli political system. Part II will offer reflections on the timeliness
of considering the enfranchisement of Israel’s Palestinian minority in its political system for the
sake of upholding its democratic character. Part III will provide an overview of the structure of
municipal and parliamentary political system and present data about how Palestinians citizens of
Israel vote in both domains. Part IV will analyze these data through the lens of historical periods
that have defined Palestinian political participation in Israel as a response to local, regional and
global events. Part V will consider the societal and legal barriers which challenge Palestinian
political expression and endanger the future of Palestinian political representation in Israel.
Taking the above into consideration, Part VI will consider empirical flaws in the widespread
designation of Israel as a liberal democracy, test it against some theories of hybrid regimes, and
offer designations of Israel as an “ethnic democracy” or “ethnocracy” as more accurate
descriptors of the Israeli political system. Part VII will summarize findings, reflect on the
implications of Palestinian segregationist movements from the Israeli political system, and
present some directions for future research.
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II. TIMELINESS OF STUDY

Studying historical voting trends of Israel’s Palestinian minority provides a more holistic
and nuanced understanding of the robustness of Israeli democracy. Recent Israeli legislation
aims to reduce the status of Palestinians as a minority group in Israeli society and restrict their
representation in the political sphere. These developments are alarming signs of corrosion in the
integrity of Israeli democracy. A healthy democracy in Israel would be one that actively works to
enfranchise and encourage the lively participation of minorities and does not try to eliminate
dissent. Looking at the suffrage of Israel’s Palestinian citizens provides a crucial analytic tool
using qualitative elements to determine the quality of Israel as a democracy system, or whether
designating Israel as a “democracy” is appropriate at all.

Defined as the rule of the demos, or the people, democracies are systems through which
the people can directly elect representatives who best advance their interests.”> In democracies,
the electorate identify with the state and its institutions via a social contract.?® Electoral systems
are made legitimate to ethnic minorities by incorporating a level of proportionate representation
within state institutions, such that the ethnic minority feels their identity is reflected in
governmental bodies.?” The Jewish majority’s mistrust and suspicion the toward the Palestinian
minority in the country has created barriers for Palestinian citizens to obtain proportionate
representation within Israel’s political institutions.?® Consequentially, Palestinian citizens feel
that their interests are not present in the national level and have gradually withdrawn from the
system. Palestinian citizen’s disengagement from the Israeli political system, as evidenced
through historically lower voter turnouts than their Jewish compatriots, has caused a substantial
reduction and possible elimination of their representation in all branches of government.

The passage of the Nation State Law in Israel in July 2018 provided a legal confirmation
of Palestinian citizens’ exclusion from Israeli society. Approved by a 62-55 vote in the Knesset,
the Nation State Law legally declared Israel to be the state of Jewish people, essentially
codifying an exclusivist nationalism that equates Jewishness with beings Israeli. Furthermore,
the Nation State Law includes several clauses that reduce the standing of the Palestinian minority
in the country, one of which is the downgrading of Arabic from an official state language from
one of special status. Creating an ethno-religious basis of what it means to be an Israeli is
antithetical to the idea of Israeli society as being culturally pluralist, with equality before the
state, regardless of identity (self-)designation.?® This law had been the most overt declaration by
the country’s the Jewish majority that Israel’s Palestinian minority shall be second-class citizens.
The blatant subjugation of the Palestinian minority in Israel via the Nation State Law rekindled
robust discussions among policymakers on Israel’s political left and scholars internationally as to
whether or not Israel could be classified as a democratic regime.

From mid-2019 to early 2020, Israel experienced an unprecedented political gridlock as it
held three inconclusive parliamentary elections. The incumbent Prime Minster Benyamin
Netanyahu from the right-wing Likud party went head-to-head with former Chief of Staff of the
Israel Defense Forces (IDF) Benny Gantz who led the center right Kahol Lavan (Blue White)
party. In April and September 2019, Netanyahu and Gantz both failed to reach a coalition
threshold to form a government in the Israeli Knesset. Ultimately, in March 2020, under
increasing pressure to address the novel coronavirus pandemic, Gantz seemingly broke the
gridlock and avoided a fourth parliamentary election by arriving to an agreement with his rival
Netanyahu on forming a unity government with shared premiership over four years. Over this
time of national political uncertainty and chaos, the emergent Joint List, a coalition of Arab
parties in Israel, consistently led as the third largest party in the Knesset, behind Likud and Kahol
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Lavan, but were undesired as partners to form a coalition as neither party would concede to the
Joint List’s demands. Had the Joint List been included in a governing coalition for the first time
in Israel’s history, perhaps the 18-month political stalemate would have been broken sooner. The
result of this democratic exercise was that the embattled incumbent Netanyahu, who is currently
charged with fraud and bribery, and his right-wing base ultimately maintained their over decade-
long grip to power. Incorporating the Joint List in a governing coalition would have been the key
factor to breaking Israel’s prolonged political stalemate sooner.

Broader geopolitical considerations also threaten the Palestinian citizens of Israel and
imperil Israeli democracy, the most recent of which was US President Donald Trump’s and
Netanyahu’s unilateral peace plan—the so-called “Deal of the Century” —which envisions a two-
state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Announced on January 23, 2020, Section Four of
the plan proposes a redrawing of Israel’s borders such that Palestinian citizens residing in the
Triangle region become part of a future Palestinian state, thus having their rights become subject
to Palestinian national law.** Backed by Prime Minister Netanyahu, this proposal essentially sets
forth a state-sanctioned plan to effectively revoke the citizenship of and forcibly transfer
hundreds of thousands Palestinians residing the Triangle to a future Palestinian state. If realized,
this move that would be politically expedient for Netanyahu and his right-wing base as it would
remove over 20% of the Palestinian minority population from Israeli territory. As discussed
below, the ramifications of this proposed plan added greater urgency to Palestinian citizen’s
political participation in the March 2020 parliamentary elections.

Issues of meaningful political inclusion of Israel’s Palestinian minority ultimately go
back to the paradox of Israel’s self-identification as both a Jewish and democratic state. Through
discriminatory state policies and legislation, Israel has proven itself to be a democratic state for
Jews and a Jewish state for Arabs.’! In a country where there is no distinction between religion
and state, one ought to determine whether this model is sustainable for Israeli democracy. A
more in-depth consideration of the state of Israeli democracy is discussed in further detail in Part
VI below.
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III. LEVELS OF PALESTINIAN POLITICAL EXPRESSION

This section will introduce the local and national platforms and mechanisms upon which
Palestinian political expression occurs. Each section will provide a brief overview of how
municipal and parliamentary elections are run, who the main players are, discuss the overall push
and pull variables determining voter turnout, and present some data to illustrate these variables.

Following the Ottoman Empire’s defeat in World War I, the British Mandate of Palestine
began in 1920 and continued until the establishment of the State of Israel on May 14, 1948. After
Israel’s establishment, Palestinian citizens were granted civil liberties, including the freedoms of
assembly, expression, movement, association, worship, voting, and standing for elections.??
While Palestinian citizens were permitted to vote in Israel’s first parliamentary elections in
1949 3 the leaders of the newly-established state imposed martial law on the Palestinian
community which effectively stifled possibilities for economic and political development.3*
Viewing the Palestinian minority as a security threat, Israeli military rule was forced over the
Palestinian population from 1949 to 1966.% In the aftermath of the Nakba, military rule enforced
an entire system of restrictions and limitations on Palestinian’s freedom of movement between
population centers and residential areas. 3¢ By destroying social connection and geographic
contiguousness, martial law over Palestinian population centers aimed to obstruct internally
displaced Palestinians from returning to their abandoned homes (either by declaring their lands
‘closed military areas’ or by compensating them with alternative land or money?’), prevent the
assisted infiltration of Palestinian refugees, and create a reality that would push Palestinians to
desire to move to neighboring Arab countries.*® Due to these limitations, the Israeli military
administration over Palestinian towns and villages led to Palestinians’ inevitable involvement in
internal politics.*

The Local Level: Municipal Elections

Under Ottoman, British, and, then, Israeli rule, Palestinian villages of over 800 people
had a designated mukhtar, or a non-elected community leader, typically from the largest clan,*
who served as the administrative liaison between the village and the ruling colonial
government.*! In return for governmental favors,*? the mukhtar conducted both mundane
administrative duties, such as collecting taxes on behalf of the local population, but also
collected intelligence on suspected insurgency and shared that with military commanders.** The
Israeli military’s reliance on the mukhtar for cooperation on administrative and security affairs
should not raise confusions in understanding this as a period of self-governance, since all
domestic affairs were still controlled by military commanders. The centrality of the mukhtar to
administrative affairs during martial law ended up creating a legacy upon which local
governance developed once martial law was lifted.

The hamula (meaning “clan” in Hebrew), or extended family, is the main political unit
competing to administer local affairs in Palestinian towns and villages.** A patrilineal descent
group composed of biologically related members, the hamula provides rights and protections to
those within it.*> Referred to as a “familiacracy,” * the hamula is the organizational unit that
provides the basis of local elections.*’ Prior to discussing the role of the hamula, it is helpful to
consider the significance and function of the local municipality to Israeli administrative
governance.

The lowest tier of administration within a given state and purveyor of services to citizens
on behalf of the executive branch,* local municipalities play an essential role in responding to
the immediate needs of the local population. The first municipal elections in any Palestinian
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locality in Israel were held in Nazareth in 1954.*° In the following year, elections were held five
additional localities: Shefa’ Amr, Tayibe, Tira, Furdeis and Baqa al-Gharbiyye.*® Municipal
elections are usually conducted competitively®! among major clans for mayoral positions and
numerous satellite clans for local council positions.>? Direct voting for mayors and the local
council list began in 1978.5* Each voter cast two votes, one for a mayoral candidate and one for a
council list member.>* Clans often hold a separate primary election to determine who will lead
the ticket within the village. In negotiations between heads of clans, satellite clans typically form
a minimum winning coalition with other clans to gain at least one seat in the local council >

Despite efforts to form coalitions, 'there are TABLE 1. Voter Turnout in Local Elections®”
almost double the number of candidates on the Localities
ballot in Arab local councils than Jewish ones.> Year Turnout (%) Holding
The hamula, as a political entity, has Elections (#)
been heavily criticized as one that favors 1950 N/A N/A
kmslpp ar}d familial ‘tl.es over the candl.date S 19541955 043% p
qualifications or political platform. In its
political campaigns, the hamula relies heavily 1959 88.0% 22
on its alliance with its extended family and 1965 91.2% 32
others for electoral success and de-emphasizes a 1969 93.0% 33
robust platform of ideology or ideas.’® Once in 1973 90.0% 37
power, the hamula advances its personal
interests rather than the interest of the people 1978 84.0% N/A
and becomes riddled with nepotism and fraud, 1983 88.8% N/A
often favoring those within their social network 1989 91.7% 49
when allocating public resources and jobs.% 1993 89 6% 58
In turn, the “familiacratic” and
clientelist nature of local elections has presented 1998 20.7% AE
myriad challenges to effective local governance, 2003 87.1% 33
especially with respect to the enforcement of 2008 88.3% 54
the rule of law and extraction property taxes 2013 85.0% 72
from constituents.®! First, centuries of colonial 2018 3479 79

Ottoman and British rule have engendered a
culture of tax evasion given that Palestinians viewed these powers as foreign imperialists. The
culture of tax evasion persisted under Israeli rule.®? Second, inadequately trained workers are
reluctant to enforce municipal laws, such as imposing fines, fearing retribution from co-villagers
and resentment of a whole clan against the mayor. % This resentment can lead to defections from
the clan and damage future electoral prospects.* Finally, public perception of widespread
corruption caused many to conclude taxes will be used to pay the salaries of inefficient workers
than to provide public services. Given that Palestinian villages in Israel are organized by
kinship relationships, the village is perceived as one social unit in which everyone knows
everyone else, making it difficult for the rule of law to be imposed.

Issues of local governance are compounded by discriminatory Israeli government policies
toward Palestinian municipalities. Due to the Israel Land Administration’s (ILA) policy
reserving only Jewish land for new development,®” in 2007, there were 92 unrecognized
municipalities with an estimated 75,000 Palestinian inhabitants in Israel.®® The majority (59) of
these municipalities are villages inhabited by approximately 65,000 Bedouin in the Negev and
lack basic infrastructure, such as paved roads, reliable electricity and running water.® Given
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restrictions by the ILA, unrecognized villages cannot obtain building permits and risk being
erased from the map through housing demolitions.”” While the ILA has slowly begun to
recognize these municipalities through agreements with the Bedouin tribes of the Negev, the
process of recognition before the state involves a great deal of administrative red-tape.”! The
second major issue faced in local governance is the inadequate allocation of resources and
funding to allow Palestinian municipalities in Israel to develop basic infrastructure.”? This has
further weakened municipal institutions’ ability to effectively govern. These popular grievances
at the local level are reflected at the national level as well.

Despite these challenges, Palestinians in Israel go out to the polls for municipal elections
in high numbers (85-90%) as shown in Table 1, not just as a demonstration of their allegiance to
their clan but because they view their municipalities as the platform upon which they can
influence local and national interests.”> Furthermore, unlike in national elections, there have been
no calls to boycott local elections on an ideological basis. The local Palestinian governance
system is one that has roots in political entities that pre-date the State of Israel and have endured,
though restricted and stifled at times. Palestinian citizens’ political participation in municipal
elections depends on the perceived legitimacy of the hamula’s role in local governance and their
elected officials’ accountability in responding to local demands and needs.

The National Level: Parliamentary Elections

Israel’s legislative branch is a competitive multi-party parliamentary system, elected into
office usually every four years by citizens ages 18 or older. Each political party gathers a list of
candidates to represent the party in the Knesset and selects one candidate to lead the party.
Parliamentary seats are allotted to political parties based on how many votes the party wins in
national elections. Once elections take place, leader of the party having won the most
parliamentary seats becomes Prime Minister and is tasked with forming a government with other
parties of similar political persuasion. In order to form a government, the winning party’s leader
must form a coalition of parties, which combined will hold a 61 out of 120 parliamentary seats.

As mentioned above, Palestinian citizens in Israel have had the opportunity to vote since
Israel’s first parliamentary election in 1949.7 Due to measures under martial law that stifled
Palestinian political expression and organization, Palestinian citizens of Israel mainly voted for
Jewish-Zionist parties until the 1970s.”> When martial law was lifted, the first-generation
Palestinian citizens of Israel created a patchwork of political parties, which reflected an array of
ideological positions within the community. Over the past two decades, four main Palestinian
parties in Israel have represented the political will of the people in the national stage. Table 2
presents a summary of each of respective party their leadership and political agenda.

TABLE 2. Arab Political Parties in the 19t Knesset?¢

Name of Party Leader Agenda

Democratic Front for Peace and Ayman Communist

Equality (DFP) Odeh Arab-Jewish cooperation

¢: al-jabha Full integration of Palestinians in Israel

X: Hadash Equality for all Israeli citizens

Est. 1977

National Democratic Assembly (NDA) | Jamal Nationalist

¢: al-Tajamua’ Zahalka Pan-Arabism

X: Balad Calls for Israel to become a “state for all its citizens”

Est. 1996 Establishment of secular state in all Palestine”’
Right of Return for all Palestinian refugees
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United Arab List (UAL) Mansour | Islamist

¢: al-Qaima al-Arabiyya al- Abbas Associated with the Southern branch of the Islamist
Muwahhadah Movement in ‘48 Palestine

X: Ra’am Calls for the partial integration and partial autonomy
Est. 1996 of Arabs in Israel

Arab Movement for Change (AMC) Ahmad Secular

¢: al-Harakat al-Arabiyya lil-Taghyyir | Tibi Favors two-state solution

X: Ta’al Calls for Israel to become a “state for all its citizens”
Est. 1996 and not a Jewish state’®

While these parties represent a broad spectrum of political attitudes among the
Palestinian community in Israel, voters have generally been dissatisfied by their elected
representatives’ inability to affect meaningful and lasting change to their daily lives.”
Furthermore, the leaders of each of the political parties listed above were frequently caught in
social rifts against each other,? often boasting their ancestry, social, and academic status to
elevate them in the eyes of the electorate. In addition, suspicions of nepotism and the pursuit of
personal agendas advancing the interests of their respective hamula 8' caused Palestinian voters
in Israel to believe that their elected officials were more interested in the perpetuation of their
own power than advancing their mandate and working toward political unity.®? As a result, this
disenchantment led to a significant decline in Arab voter participation to 56.5% in the 19®
Knesset election in 2013, which nearly endangered all representation of Palestinians in the Israeli
parliament. However, the formation of a unified Arab list would mark a turning point for
Palestinian political representation at the national level.

On January 23, 2015, after two months of negotiations, leaders from the four major
Palestinian parties in Israel (DFP, NDA, UAL and AMC) gathered in Nazareth for a conference
to form a unified political list.®3 The choice to form a united list of candidates as opposed to a
new political party was done to allow each
individual party keep and promote their own
agenda and boost their collective chances for
electoral success.?* The list of candidates
aimed to be as diverse as the electorate it
represented, not just ideologically, but also
religiously, by including Christian, Druze,
Muslim (and even one Jewish candidate), and
along gender lines. It was decided that the list
would have Ayman Odeh from Hadash at the
top of the ticket and the party will be named i o I
the Joint List (or al-Qaima al-Mushtarakah el yueillarpywyl.aaill
in Arabic and ha-Reshimah ha-Meshutefet in
Hebrew). In forming the Joint List,
Palestinian political leaders conceded on
their ideological differences, conflicting
interests, and personal feuds® and came
together with the realization that the common
national denominator is stronger than any
other divisions based on religious or political Figure 3. Logo of the Joint List
affiliations.”8®
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The unification of Palestinian political parties in Israel through the Joint List was seen as
a survival mechanism for the future of Palestinian representation in the national political arena.?’
Unification helped regain popular trust and redirect Palestinian politicians’ goal of working
together to bring forth their electorate’s mandate. In the 20" Knesset elections on March 17,
2015, Palestinian citizens of Israel had the highest voter turnout in almost a decade with 83.2%
of the Arab vote going to the single Arab party on the election ballot.®® The Joint List was
successfully able to revive the Israel’s Palestinian citizen electorate.

As mentioned above, many of the issues expressed by the Palestinian community in Israel
on the national level are extensions of local concerns. Beyond the municipality recognition and
increased funding for infrastructure development, when casting their votes, Palestinian citizens
of Israel are most concerned with housing and planning laws, the enforcement of the rule of law
to combat crime, the termination of the Israeli occupation over the West Bank % direct peace
negotiations Israeli and Palestinian political leaders, and equality before the state through the
repeal of the Nation State Law.%

Integration vs. Segregation
Segregation

Before the formation of the Joint List, there was a long tradition of boycotting Israeli
parliamentary elections among Palestinian citizens. While partially based on the dissatisfaction
with Palestinian political leadership discussed above, abstention from voting it largely driven by
ideology. Some Palestinians citizens boycott elections to avoid giving legitimacy to Israeli
democracy, to disavow right-wing governments who pass legislation that discriminate and
disenfranchise them, and to retaliate against the fact that no Arab political party in Israel has ever
been part of a ruling coalition within the Knesset.”!

While having symbolic resonance and signaling disapproval of the political status quo,
Palestinian election boycotts in Israel has a substantive consequence that accelerates the reality
of disenfranchisement: the loss of seats and representation at the in the Israeli legislature. In the
2013 national elections, for example, the Arab turnout was 11.3% less than the general turnout.”
Had this gap been filled, Palestinian Members of Knesset (MKs) could have gained 2-3
additional seats in the Knesset that election year.”® On the other hand, Palestinian citizens of
Israel’s boycott of election has a symbolic affect where some believe abstention would make
their voices heard more loudly than in the seats of Knesset benches.”* However, that comes at the
cost of perpetuating the same issues of political disenfranchisement that Palestinian citizens are
trying to fight against.

Integration

While the case for segregation is appealing to a part of the Palestinian electorate, the case
for integration is stronger. In choosing to participate in the Israeli political system, Palestinian
citizens increase their representation in the national stage, which can help reduce political
alienation and estrangement.? The timely formation of the Joint List in 2015 showed the
electoral power Palestinian citizens could have in the national arena. The fragmentation of the
Arab political parties in the past had previously resulted in the waste of thousands of Arab
votes® on parties that would have ultimately failed to pass the electoral threshold in the three
election campaigns (2006, 2009 and 2013) prior.’” The Joint List was able to convince
significant parts of Arab society to abandon impulses for an ideological boycott of Israeli
elections,” eliminate the fragmentation of the Arab political map, and succeed in increasing the
amount of Arab representation in the Knesset to its highest ever.”
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TABLE 3. Palestinian Citizens Voting in Parliamentary Elections throughout Israel’s History!?
Palestinian %.O.f % of - % of .. Z‘;l(:eztinian
Year | Knesset | Citizens’ General Difference Ehglb!e . P'a!estmlan Palestinian Votes to
Turnout Turnout Palestinian citizens of Votes to ) Zionist
Voters Israel Arab parties Parties
1949 1st 69.30% 86.90% -17.60% 9.50% 13.60% 22.2% 77.80%
1951 2nd 85.50% 75.10% 10.40% 11.60% 11.40% 16.30% 83.70%
1955 3rd 92.10% 82.80% 9.30% 9.00% 11.20% 15.60% 84.40%
1959 4th 88.90% 81.60% 7.30% 8.20% 10.90% 11.20% 88.80%
1961 5th 89.30% 81.60% 7.710% 7.70% 11.30% 2.50% 97.50%
1965 6th 85.80% 83.00% 2.80% 8.30% 11.40% 23.70% 76.30%
1969 7th 88.20% 81.70% 6.50% 8.40% 14.40% 30.30% 69.70%
1973 8th 80.00% 78.60% 1.40% 8.40% 11.70% 37.40% 62.60%
1977 9th 76.30% 79.20% -2.90% 9.20% 15.70% 51.60% 48.40%
1981 10th 69.70% 78.50% -8.80% 9.80% 16.40% 39.00% 61.00%
1984 11th 73.60% 78.90% -5.30% 13.00% 17.20% 49.60% 50.40%
1988 12th 73.90% 79.70% -5.80% 14.30% 18.10% 58.40% 41.60%
1992 13th 69.70% 78.20% -8.50% 13.30% 18.20% 47.70% 52.30%
1996 14th 77.30% 79.30% -2.00% 10.30% 18.00% 62.40% 37.60%
1999 15th 75.20% 78.70% -3.50% 11.00% 18.40% 68.60% 31.40%
2003 16th 62.00% 67.80% -5.80% 13.00% 19.10% 69.20% 30.80%
2006 17th 56.30% 63.50% -7.20% 13.00% 19.80% 71.90% 28.10%
2009 18th 53.40% 64.80% -11.40% 14.00% 20.50% 81.90% 18.10%
2013 19th 56.50% 67.80% -11.30% 14.00% 20.60% 77.20% 22.80%
2015 20th 63.70% 72.30% -8.60% 15.00% 20.70% 83.20% 16.80%
2019 21st 49 .20% 68.46% -19.26% 16.00% 21.50% 71.60% 28.40%
2019 22nd 59.20% 69.80% -10.60% 16.00% 21.50% 82.20% 17.80%
2020 23rd 64.70% 71.50% -6.80% 16.00% 21.50% 82.40% 17.60%
Palestinian v. General Voter Turnout Palestinian Citizens' Support for
in Israel's Parliamentary Elections Arab Parties v. Jewish-Zionist
Parties in Parliamentary Elections
100.0%
90.0% 100.0%
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IV. ANALYSIS: PERIODS OF CHANGE & OPPORTUNITY

The data presented above show a large disparity between Palestinian voter turnout in
municipal elections versus parliamentary elections. One of the main reasons for this disparity is
that Palestinian citizens feel that elected municipal representatives are responsive to their
demands and needs, whereas parliamentary representatives are not.!”! By electing trusted
members of their clan to mayoral and local council positions, Palestinian citizens of Israel
believe in the ability for the local leaders to realize quotidian interests,'°> even though that may
not always be the case. Local political institutions are run by the most prominent hamula, which
has largely been ineffective at extracting taxes and imposing the rule of law, thus providing
residents with poor services and protections in return.!® The societal pressures to go out and vote
for one’s clan or coalition alliance make the voting turnout in Palestinian municipalities in Israel
far higher than that of Jewish-majority municipalities. An understanding of the local context in
Palestinian municipalities clarifies grievances at the national level.

Whereas Palestinian voter turnout in municipal elections remain consistently high, the
Palestinian electorate in Israel is split between boycotting elections and exercising their voting
rights to affect change. This section will focus on the main historical events causing an evolution
in the voting habits of Palestinian citizens of Israel. The hypothesis proposed is that the
Palestinian vote is highly elastic and responsive to externalities, particularly with respect to
major events that implicate the Palestinians as a people and nation. This section will analyze the
evolution of Palestinian political development and voting trends through the lens of four
periods:!% (1) 1948-1966, when the imposition of martial law aimed to Israelize Palestinian
citizens; (2) 1967-1993, defined by the growing phenomenon of Palestinization and challenges to
integration within the Israeli political system; (3) 1993-2015, where attempts were made to
reconcile Palestinian identity with being Israeli; and (4) 2015 to the present, characterized by the
political revival of the Palestinian electorate with the formation of the Joint List.

1948-1966: Political Life under Martial Law & Israelization

This period of the political development of the Palestinian citizens of Israel begins with
the establishment of the State of Israel and ends with the lifting of martial law over Palestinian
villages and municipalities in Israel. The period was marked by the military administration
assimilating the Palestinian population to nascent Israeli society through maintaining them under
the watchful eye of the military and its proxies. This assimilation process is often referred to as
Israelization, where an aspirational discourse was adopted that envisioned the integration and
equality of all citizens.!® During this time, the military determined when elections could be held,
which made it so that by 1969 just under three dozen Palestinian municipalities had held local
elections. In parallel to the military administrators, the Worker’s Party of the Land of Israel
(Mapai) entered Palestinian municipalities to coax a small number of mukhtars into join their
electoral lists to gain support from Palestinian citizens.!® Given Palestinian political expression
was limited during this period, an average of 15% of the vote went to Arab parties vying for a
seat in the Knesset.

1967-1993: Palestinization & Integration into the Israeli Political System

The following period in the political development of Palestinian citizens in Israel began
with the Six Day War of 1967, where the armies of neighboring Arab countries suffered a
stunning defeat by the Israeli army. At the end of the war, Israel had conquered the West Bank
from Jordan, Gaza Strip and Sinai Peninsula from Egypt and the Golan Heights from Syria.
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Gripped by the rising trend of pan-Arabism sweeping the region, the Palestinian community in
Israel felt a particular empathy towards their relatives in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, who
started to live under Israeli military occupation. This process of national awakening for the
Palestinian in Israel arose intense feelings of pride for being Palestinian and is referred to by
scholars as Palestinization.!” This temporal period was also marked by a sharp decrease in Arab
votes towards Jewish-Zionist parties within the Knesset, which reached a historic low of 48.4%.
This was largely in response to the events of Land Day.

On March 30, 1976, Israeli authorities expropriated close to 21,000 dunams (about 5,200
acres) from the lands of several Arab villages in the central Galilee, including Arrabeh, Sakhnen,
Deir-Hannah and Arab Al-Sawa’ed to appropriate for appropriate them for Jewish settlement
building.'® Given that Israeli confiscation and expropriation of Palestinian land was a means of
exercising social control for the sake of political objectives, this event brought up the trauma that
came with widespread land confiscation in the Nakba and under martial law.!” As such, many
Palestinian citizens opposed this initiative to Judaize the Galilee and took to the streets in protest.
The protesters were met with violence from the police, who ultimately shot and killed six
Palestinian citizens of Israel. To this day, the events that occurred on Land Day are still widely
commemorated by the Palestinian community in Israel. In the wake of Land Day, the DFP
stepped into in the political scene in 1977 and gained popularity for their ability to articulate the
views of the Palestinian electorate on the national stage. The arrival of the DFP shifted the
traditional focus of the Palestinian electorate from the hamula to the collective national
identity.!1°

The outbreak of the First Intifada (meaning “uprising” in Arabic) in 1987 was a
watershed moment and deeply impacted the Palestinian community in Israel, as it was the most
overt cry by their kith and kin in the West Bank and Gaza Strip to demand self-determination
and the end of Israeli occupation over Palestinian territory. During this time, Palestinian citizens
of Israel boycotted elections and were reluctant to engage in political life. The First Intifada
ended in 1993, shortly after Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin took office with the promise of
making peace with the Palestinians. This period saw about a 20% decline in Palestinian voter
turnout, from 88.20% for the 7" Knesset elections in 1969 to 69.70% for the 13% Knesset
elections in 1992.

1993-2015: Reconciliation

This period is characterized as one where the Palestinian community in Israel attempts to
reconcile their national identity as Palestinians with their civic identity as Israelis through greater
political engagement. This period is divided into two subperiods of hope and progress from 1992
to 1999, and disappointment and regress from 2000 to 2015.

Subperiod 1 — 1993-1999: Hope and Progress

The end of the First Intifada and the election of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin brought
about a wave of hope for change and peace, not just among the Jewish public in Israel but among
Israel’s Palestinian citizens as well.''" Rabin had not only promised to bring peace with the
Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza, but he had also promised to improve the living
conditions for the Palestinians in Israel. In determining how their Palestinian and Israeli
identities could coexist with one another, Palestinian citizens of Israel began to get more
politically involved and realized how integral they were to Israel’s political future. The integral
nature of Palestinian vote was demonstrated in 1995 when a bloc of Arab MKs made a decisive
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vote in pushing the Rabin government to move forward with the Oslo Accords.''> The Oslo
Accords were negotiations between Prime Minister Rabin and Palestinian Liberation
Organization (PLO) leader Yasser Arafat held in Washington, DC with the aim of reaching a
two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.!'* Meanwhile, the right-wing opposition
leader at the time, Benjamin Netanyahu, protested that the Oslo Accords were approved by a
non-Zionist majority, including five representatives of Arab parties affiliated with the PLO. "4

During this subperiod, the Palestinian electorate was more compelled to go out and vote
because they finally felt the ability to influence major Israeli political developments.''> From the
13® Knesset election in 1992 to the 14™ Knesset elections in 1996 there was a nearly 10%
increase in Palestinian voter turnout from 69.70% to 77.30%. Over the same period, Arab parties
saw their highest support yet from the Palestinian electorate from 47.70% in 1992 to 62.40% in
1996. Under the Rabin government in 1992, the Jewish-Zionist parties got 52% of the Arab vote,
with the majority of votes going to Rabin’s Labor Party. This was the highest amount of support
Jewish-Zionist parties got from the Palestinian electorate in nearly three decades. The percentage
of Arab votes to Jewish parties began to steadily decline from there.

Subperiod 2 - 2000-2015: Disappointment and Regress

The second subperiod was marked by a disappointment in the failure of the Rabin
government’s promises for a lasting peace and improved livelihoods, as well as a regression in
the civil liberties of the Palestinian minority in Israel through discriminatory state policy. This
period began with the outbreak of the Second Intifada in September 2000 and Palestinians in
Israel resigning themselves to the belief that being Israeli and Palestinian are not identities that
can coexist with one another.''® Consequently, there were widespread calls to boycott elections
and the voting turnout fell dramatically to 53.40% over the 18" Knesset elections in 2009. The
Second Intifada heightened feelings of kinship and brotherhood between the Palestinians within
Israel’s 1948 territory and those in territories occupied since 1967. Intercommunal tensions
within Israel reached a boiling point when in October 2000, the Israeli police officers shot and
killed 13 Palestinian citizens demonstrating in solidarity with the uprising taking place in West
Bank and Gaza Strip in resistance to the Israeli occupation.!'” In September 2013, the Orr
Commission determined that the Israeli police used disproportionate and excessive force against
the demonstrators, and called for police reform and the prosecution of the police officers
involved in the deaths of the Palestinian citizens.!''®

2015-Present: The Joint List & Political Revival

As mentioned above, the formation of the Joint List marked a turning point for the
political revival of Israel’s Palestinian electorate. Prior to the formation of the Joint List,
Palestinian political leadership in Israel was fragmented leading to frustration, alienation, and
disappointment among Palestinian citizens, thus fomenting mistrust and disengagement from the
parliamentary political game.!"” Palestinian politicians in Israel came to the realization that this
disunity was ultimately self-defeating and played into the goals of the right-wing Jewish-Zionist
majority within the Knesset!>® who wished to see Arab representation eliminated by passing a
law to raise the electoral threshold for gaining parliamentary seats. As Palestinian representation
in the Knesset was under threat, Arab leaders chose to overcome internal ideological divisions,!?!
ranging from communists, Islamists, nationalists, and liberals, and unite political parties
previously working against each other for the following Knesset election.!?? The result was a
resounding success, as the 20" Knesset election in 2015 yielded the highest voter turnout in the
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past decade at 63.7%, with 83.2% of the Palestinian citizen’s vote going to the one Arab party on
the ballot.!??

However, this time of electoral success was brought down by a discriminatory legislation
that no longer made Palestinian citizens of Israel see themselves as equal before the state. On
July 2018, the Knesset decided to pass the
Nation State Law by a vote of 62-55. The
Nation State Law officially recognized
Israel as the nation-state of the Jewish
people and further privileged the Jewish
majority over the Palestinian minority
before the law. This outraged Palestinian
MKs who tore up copies of the legislation
on the Knesset floor in protest after the
vote was passed. Following the passage of
this law, the Palestinian electorate saw a
legal backing to their status of status as
second-class citizens and rejection by the
State; thus, Palestinian citizens were
dissuaded to go to the polls in the April
2019 parliamentary elections. This caused
the voter turnout of Israel’s Palestinian
citizens to reach its nadir, with only
49.20% of the population going out to cast
their vote.

The inconclusive nature of the
April 2019 elections, where neither
Netanyahu’s Likud party nor its challenger
Gantz’s Kahol Lavan was able to secure a
majority coalition to form a government in
the Knesset, threw Israel into a deadlock
that resulted in two additional
parliamentary elections in September 2019
and March 2020. In the latter two
elections, the Joint List worked
painstakingly to recover from the
appalling loss of voter enthusiasm after the .
passage of the Nation State Law. As a Figure 4. A voting ballot for Joint List as seen from
result, the Joint List adopted a strategy a Palestinian voting station in Israel.
whereby they sought out alliances with left-wing Jewish forces to respond to their political
demands.'?* The Joint List rebranded itself to marginalized groups within the Jewish electorate
seeking an alternative to other left-wing parties. To this end, the Joint List publicized Amharic-
language ads condemning police violence against Ethiopian-Israelis, Russian-language ads
calling for equality and social rights, and Yiddish-language ads against forced conscription to the
IDF for the ultra-Orthodox and on Facebook!® and in the streets in a call for unity and
solidarity.'?® Pollsters believe roughly 20,000 Jewish Israelis voted for the group in the March
2020 elections, possibly helping the Joint List win a historic 15 seats in the Knesset.

r o~
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While forming partnerships with a progressive Jewish electorate was key to the Joint
List’s electoral success in the past two parliamentary elections, the January 28, 2020
announcement of the so-called “Deal of the Century” penned by Prime Minister Benyamin
Netanyahu and US President Donald Trump was a jolt that propelled a previous apathetic
Palestinian electorate to the ballot box.!?” Netanyahu and Trump’s “peace plan” to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict gives Israel the green light to annex vast and strategic swaths of occupied
Palestinian land in the West Bank and offers Palestinians an noncontiguous “state;” but most
alarming for Palestinian citizens of Israel, it would have the Triangle region absorbed into a
future Palestinian “state.” Concretely, this effectively call for 350,000 Palestinians citizens living
in the regional cluster of 10 Arab towns and cities along the Green Line to be stripped of their
Israeli citizenship as they are transferred into a new state.'?® The anticipated consequences of this
land swap with the Palestinians shocked the Israeli public. Therefore, in the 23 Knesset
elections in March 2020, 64.70% of eligible Palestinian voters cast their vote, the highest figure
in two decades. In Israel’s most recent election, 82.40% of the Palestinian vote went to the Joint
List, showing that the Palestinian population was putting back their confidence in the party.
Having examined what the historical events that have pushed and pulled the Palestinian

electorate in Israel to and away from the ballot boxes, one can begin to consider the passage of
legislation that created political barriers for Israel’s Palestinian minority.
Figure 5. Ayman Odeh
bt » N e - E casts his vote for the
_— A ¥ =ea  22nd Knesset elections

o . ’ on April 9, 2019 in
Haifa, Israel.'?
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V.EVALUATION: LOYALTY TESTS, LEGAL BARRIERS & VOTER SUPPRESSION
Loyalty Tests

The Palestinian electorate in Israel has been driven to and away from the ballot boxes
through legal and political barriers set by the Jewish majority in the Knesset to test their loyalty
to the state. Fearing what rising dissent of the Palestinian minority could bring to the
sociopolitical status quo, right-wing Jewish Israeli lawmakers have attempted to block Arab
entry into the political system.!*® The Jewish majority believes that its Arab counterparts
constitute an “enemy from within” who can take advantage of the state by using democracy
against the state’s Jewishness.!3! The extent to which Palestinians in Israel can use their
citizenship rights to improve their status in society by democratic means'*? ends up being
contingent upon their ability to follow the parameters set forth by the Jewish majority.!3*

The Israeli right-wing has used the overt questioning of Palestinian citizen’s loyalty not
just as a tool to dissuade them from casting their vote but also to encourage the Jewish electorate
to go out and cast theirs.!** Netanyahu has consistently made false claims that left-wing NGOs
are taking Palestinian citizens out to the ballots “in droves” and the only way to prevent them
from destroying Israel is by pushing the Jewish Israeli electorate to cast their vote.'*> This
mistrust and questioning of Palestinian citizens of Israel’s loyalty to the state forms the basis for
discriminatory legislation passed by the Israeli right.

Legal Barriers to Palestinian Political Expression

Right-wing Jewish-Zionist parties have put forward and passed legislation on the Knesset
that limits Palestinian political expression at the national level. These pieces of legislation have
served to serve to curve the threat Arab political parties and politicians may potentially pose to
changing the Jewish character of the state. In a report published in 2017, Adalah: The Legal
Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel noted that there were 65 laws discriminating against
Palestinian citizens of Israel in various sectors.'3

The three laws have aimed to control Palestinian political expression in the Knesset
through amending sections of the 1985 Basic Law on The Knesset: Amendment 35, Governance
Law,"’” and Amendment 44. On May 22, 2002, the Knesset passed Amendment 35 to Section 7A
of the Basic Law which bars a list of candidates from participating in the elections for the
Knesset if their “aims or actions, expressly or implicitly, deny the State of Israel as a Jewish and
democratic state.”!3® On March 14, 2014, the Knesset passed the Governance Law, sponsored by
the right-wing Yisrael Beiteinu led by then Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman,'** which raised
the electoral threshold from 2% to 3.25% or roughly four parliamentary seats.'*> On July 27,
2016, Amendment 44 to the Basic Law was passed, which made it that 90 MKs could to petition
to oust a serving MK if they found that he or she violated the grounds of Amendment 35 to
Section 7A described above.

While each of the laws above targeted only certain Palestinian MKs and political parties,
it was clear that Arab parties were the main target in the 2014 Governance Law. In theory, the
Governance Law was promoted as a reform to the executive and legislative branch aimed at
strengthening it by cutting down fragmented coalitions to pass laws with greater efficiency.'*! In
practice, however, raising of the threshold directly affected the four Arab parties in the 19®
Knesset since none of them would have been able to secure a seat in the next Knesset under the
new standards.!*? The Israeli right exploited internal Palestinian political divisions to pass a law
that would damage their future electoral prospects. This law led to the rise of the Joint List in the
political scene the following year.
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In Israel’s April 2019 and March 2020 parliamentary elections, the Palestinian citizens’
vote was decisive in tilting the scale, making it challenging for either Netanyahu or his
challenger Gantz to form a majority coalition government in the Knesset. Emerging as the third
largest party behind Likud and Kahol Lavan in elections for the 22" and 23 Knesset, the Joint
List should have been a coveted partner for either party to form a coalition. Instead, the Joint List
was ignored or given the cold shoulder when its leader Ayman Odeh endorsed Gantz for the
premiership as a way to undercut Netanyahu.'** The endorsement was seen as highly
controversial decision to the Joint List’s voter base since Gantz served as Chief of Staff of the
IDF during the 2014 Operation Protective Edge and gave orders to kill nearly 2,000 Palestinians
in Gaza. In response to Odeh’s endorsement, Gantz refused to negotiate with Joint List
representatives and complained that the endorsement actually hurt his party’s chances of forming
a new coalition.!** Gantz favored, instead, to invite Lieberman’s Yisrael Beitenu into a possible
coalition, a move that ultimately did not lead to the successful formation of a government.'*

In a New York Times op-ed published prior to Israel’s April 2019 parliamentary elections,
Odeh accurately assessed the electoral power of Palestinian citizens in Israel by saying, “Arab
Palestinian citizens cannot change the course of Israel alone, but change is impossible without
us.”#6 The inconclusive nature of Israel’s three parliamentary elections have one common
element: the neglect of the Joint List’s prominence and refusals to include them in a governing
coalition. Thus, Odeh is correct in saying that it will be Palestinian citizens who “decide who
will be the next prime minister of Israel.”!*’

Voter Suppression

In Israel’s past three parliamentary elections held on April 2019, September 2019 and
March 2020, there have been several examples of both direct and indirect voter suppression of
the Palestinian citizens of Israel. Direct voter suppression came in the form of the instillation of
surveillance cameras in Arab polling sites and deliberate decisions to install polling sites in areas
far and inaccessible to Palestinian voters. In the April 2019 parliamentary elections, Netanyahu’s
Likud party allocated funding to install hidden security cameras in Arab polling sites as a
measure to prevent “massive voting fraud in Arab communities.”!*® For many first-generation
Palestinian citizens of Israel, state surveillance over the electoral process is a reminder of the
control mechanisms imposed over Palestinian towns and municipalities under martial law.!#
Furthermore, reaching a voting station can be challenging, particularly for voters residing in
unauthorized Bedouin villages in the Negev that are absent from the Israeli government’s map.'>°
In Bedouin villages, such as Abu Queider, voters have to drive more than an hour away to reach
the nearest ballot box.

The bitter and divisive campaign run by Netanyahu has served as a form of indirect voter
suppression not just through its demonization of Arab parties, but also in dissuading the Jewish
electorate from voting for Gantz, who was endorsed by the Joint List’s leader. With his pending
indictment charges, Netanyahu feels he has a great deal to lose and thus goes to extreme lengths
to ensure his political future. Likud party campaigns pin voters against Gantz by claiming that
without the support of Palestinian MK leading the Hadash faction of the Joint List, Ahmad Tibi,
Gantz will be unable to form a government. Another infamous slogan in the Likud’s campaign
was “Bibi v. Tibi,”"*! in which Netanyahu used his nickname contrasted with that of MK Tibi to
imply that any vote other than one for his right-wing party is one for the Arab conglomerate
party. These political slogans aimed to sew greater divisions within the Israeli electorate by
demonizing damaging the electoral chances of the Joint List.
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Figure 6. A campaign
billboard for Benyamin
Netanyahu’s Likud party
on the left shows Benny
Gantz, with Palestinian
MK Ahmad Tibi of the
Joint List, and reads
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VI. ASSESSING THE QUALITY AND TYPE OF DEMOCRACY IN ISRAEL
Critiques on the Quality of Israeli Democracy

At face value, Israel has the most essential component of a democracy: universal voting
rights for its all citizens to choose members of a multi-party parliament in free and fair
elections.'>* However, Israeli democracy has been co-opted by right-wing forces that use their
legislative power to suspend civil and political rights for Palestinian minority."** Having seen the
way in which the Israeli right aims to disenfranchise the country’s Palestinian minority, one must
call into question the unequivocal popular notion of Israel as a fully liberal democracy and the
metrics which reinforce this assertion. While some indices in the field, such as Global
Democracy Ranking and Economist Intelligence Unit, classify Israel as a “flawed democracy,”!>
many trusted indices, such as those of Freedom House and Polity IV, claim Israel has a “high
level of democracy,” which misguides public opinion on Israel’s regime type.

Political scientists challenge the accuracy of Freedom House and Polity IV’s quantitative
measures of Israel as a “high level of democracy” by highlighting its key empirical and
conceptual flaws.!*¢ Empirically, both indices substantially discount the role of Israeli Arabs, are
filled with mutually contradicting discrepancies, and lack sensitivity to democracy-related events
in the country.!>” Conceptually, the indices differ on the usage of scholarly concepts with respect
to Israeli democracy.!*® Metrics of Israeli democracy must be sensitive to events indicating a
restriction of rights and civil liberties, since these externalities are ultimately what determine
Palestinian minority participation in the political sphere. If the designation of Israel as a
democracy does not appear fitting, then one must look to theories of democratization to consider
other appellations that are more appropriate.

Israel as a Hybrid Regime

Literature from democratization theory provide a vocabulary of descriptors that can more
accurately characterize Israel’s political regime type, as a hybrid political regime, rather than as a
democratic regime. A modern political democracy is “a system of governance in which rulers are
held accountable for their actions in the public realm by citizens, acting indirectly through the
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competition and cooperation of their elected representatives.”'® When the simple concept of
democracy does not appropriately describe the case within a given country, researchers create
subtypes of democracy “with adjectives”!® that contain data with the most salient facts about
the regime in question.'®! In particular, scholars have used these adjectives as conceptual tools to
create “diminished” subtypes of democracy or hybrid regimes,'s? as is the case with illiberal
democracies, which lack civil liberties.!*3 An illiberal democracy gains its legitimacy, and thus
strength, from the fact that reasonably democratic.'** Illiberal democracies pose a danger not just
to its own people but to discrediting the concept of a liberal democracy itself.!®> Israel can be
loosely considered an illiberal electoral semi-democratic regime!®® as holds competitive
multiparty elections but has lower civil liberties with respect to its Palestinian minority and the
rules of competition are unfairly skewed toward the Jewish-Zionist majority.'¢’

As the proclaimed Jewish State, Israel is a country where there is no separation between
religion and state.!*® As a consequence, the state does not distinguish between the “twin
tolerations,” or the boundaries between political institutions and religious authorities, '* which is
particularly evident through application of Jewish law, or halacha, and the political influence of
the Chief Rabbinate in the state.!”® In Israel, intolerant fundamentalist forces wish to make a
nationalist and religious state for the Jewish people and make citizenship rights for the Arab
minority less inclusive.'”! Young countries like Israel lack critical know-how for creating space
for the integration of all people in its multi-ethnic society and thus organizes itself along racial,
ethnic, or religious lines, whereby Jews are ethnic group in power and exclude other groups.'”?

Ethnic Democracy v. Ethnocracy

Theories of hybrid regimes and illiberal democracies provide a useful conceptual tool
through which one can analyze and assess Israeli democracy. Israel appears falls under the
category of a democracy that requires an adjective to precede it. Through the lens of two
democracy theories, one of a democracy with an adjective and another of a democracy with a
prefix, one is better able to conceptualize Israel as that is not a state that is ruled by the demos or
the people but by the ethnos or its ethnic majority.

On one hand, Smooha claims that Israel is a “ethnic democracy,” or a system that
combines the extension of civil and political rights to individuals and some collective rights to
minorities, with institutionalization of majority control over the state.!”® In pushing policies
aimed at creating a homogenous nation-state, ethnic democracies act to promote the language,
culture, numerical majority, economic well-bring, and political interests of the ethnic majority.'”
While minorities enjoy citizenship and voting rights, they are treated as second-class citizens,
feared as a threat, excluded from the national power structure, and placed under some control.'”
Minorities are limited in their ability to undertake their struggle for an improvement of their
status through democratic means.!”® On the other hand, Yiftachel claims Israel is not a
democracy but an “ethnocracy,”'”” or a non-democratic regime that seeks to extend or preserve
ethnic national hegemony over a contested multi-ethnic territory!”® through the processes of
expansion and settlement.!” Having conquered Palestinian land in wars, the Jewish-Zionist right
in Israel’s main objective is the Judaization of the land or Jewish ethnic supremacy and control
over all domestic affairs.'*® The most important distinction between the between “ethnic
democracy” and “ethnocracy” is that democratic practices are permitted in the former, insofar as
it does not threaten the ethnic majority, and ethnic groups are the main rulers in the latter. In
concert with one another, the concepts of “ethnic democracy” and “ethnocracy” provide the
analytic tools through which one can typify Israeli democracy.
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VII. CONCLUSIONS

This paper presents the platforms, mechanisms and evolution of Palestinian citizen’s
political participation to analyze voting patterns in municipal and parliamentary elections in
Israel and provide a critical assessment of Israeli democracy. The large disparity between
Palestinian citizens of Israel’s voter turnout at the municipal and parliamentary elections is the
perceived effectiveness of their elected officials’ in carrying out their mandate and external
events that give rise to Palestinian national sentiment. Considering societal, legal and political
barriers set in place to disenfranchise and degrade the status of the Palestinian minority in Israel,
it becomes clear that Israel cannot be designated a fully liberal and inclusive democracy. A
combination of Smooha’s “ethnic democracy” and Yiftachel’s “ethnocracy” offer conceptual
frameworks and more fitting characterizations of Israel’s hybrid regime type. Acknowledging
Israel as an illiberal democracy with restricted civil liberties for its Palestinian minority provides
a clearer vision to how the political system can change and adjust to be more inclusive of all
citizens. This conclusion will recall why the importance of of active and lively Palestinian citizen
voting, summarize key takeaways, evaluate the implications of a Palestinian segregation
movement from the Israeli political system, and consider directions for future research.

Universal political enfranchisement is a key measurement to a robust and healthy
democracy. Branded as “fifth-column” actors or as “ticking time bombs,” Palestinian citizens
have been perceived as internal threats to Israel’s national security.'®! This branding has not only
served as a political tool to drive right-wing legislation against Palestinian citizens, but it has also
engrained within the Jewish majority that Israel’s Arabs cannot be trusted partners for building a
shared society. Palestinian political parties in Israel have used their citizenship rights to
accommodate their Palestinian national identity on the one hand and their Israeli reality on the
other,'®? to push forward a vision for a shared future with Jews in Israel. Joint List MK Odeh
made clear his belief that there is room enough for everyone in the shared homeland and the only
principled way to move forward toward a shared future for Israel is through the full and equal
political participation of Arab Palestinian citizens.'®* Israel’s unprecedented three parliamentary
elections in one year serve as proof of the imperative for the Jewish majority to meaningfully
include the Palestinian minority in Israel’s political system.

Palestinian citizens of Israel have overcome structural, legal and societal barriers to
becoming key stakeholders in the country’s political sphere. As the population of Palestinians
citizens increases, so does their ability to be a driving and determining force in Israel’s political
future. Unless the Jewish-Zionist right-wing in the Knesset makes concessions and accepts the
reality of the Palestinians citizens as legitimate stakeholders, Israel is doomed to many more
runoff elections in its future. The electoral victories of the Joint List over the past five years
show that Palestinian lawmakers will assert a more prominent role in the national stage and may
even topple the right-wing establishment that has dominated Israeli politics for the past decade.'®*
Israel’s insistence in maintaining an exclusivist definition of what it means to be an Israeli
citizen, as expressed in the Nation-State Law, will yield negative implications to the status quo.
This posture will be ultimately unsustainable for the country’s democratic future.

Proposed Improvements to the System

Frustrated by their lack of political clout, Palestinian citizens have proposed
improvements to the Israeli electoral system. As shown in data above, Palestinian voter turnout
for municipal elections has been consistently higher than parliamentary elections. In 2018, for
example, the voter turnout for elections in Palestinian municipalities in Israel was 84.7% in
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2018, compared to 54.8% among Jewish ones.!®> As a result, there have been calls for a
decoupling of local elections from national ones as a way to capture a broader voter base while
they are already at the polls.!®¢ The challenge with this recommendation is that normally
municipal elections take place every five years, whereas parliamentary elections are held every
four. An adjustment to this would be to synchronize local elections with national ones such that
they both occur every four years. Having elections take place simultaneously would allow more
people to be able to have their voices heard throughout the election process.

In addition to this, local Palestinian leaders have bound together to express an ideal future
for their place in Israeli politics and society. The National Committee of the Heads of Arab Local
Authorities, a body comprised of elected heads of local municipalities founded in 1972, released
the 2006 Future Vision Document which presented a collective vision for the future of
Palestinians in Israel.'®” Putting forth demands to the Israeli government, the document called for
state recognition in its responsibility for the expulsion of Palestinians during the Nakba, the
payment reparations to refugees, the granting of greater autonomy to managing cultural,
religious, and educational affairs, the enshrinement of full equal rights, and the definition of
Israel as a homeland for both Arabs and Jews.!® Needless to say, the recommendations in 2006
Future Vision Document were not received well by relevant authorities. While unified
Palestinian political parties can bring forth issues of communal concern to the national stage, the
2006 Future Vision Document provided an important bases for integration of Israel’s Palestinian
minority, but it did not result in substantive change.

Implications of Segregation

As discussed above, the cost of not having the Palestinian minority represented in Israel’s
political system materially and symbolically is high and threatens normative assertions of Israel
as a democracy. Longstanding sentiments of being helpless observers unable to affect change
have dissuaded the Palestinian citizens of Israel from political engagement. As a consequence,
segregationist movements have called for a withdrawal Israeli parliamentary politics altogether
and the formation of a parallel parliamentary body that can address issues concerning
Palestinians in Israel.!'® Prior to the March 2006 elections, the Sons of the Village’s (Abna’ al-
Balad) Popular Committee for Elections Boycott called for the establishment of a separate
parliament to deal with Palestinian affairs'® to prevent being limited to the confines of the
Knesset alone.'!

The establishment of a Palestinian extra-parliamentary body parallel to the Knesset does
not just hold devastating consequences for the future of Israeli democracy, but it also holds
implications for what a potential one-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict may look
like. As realities on the ground make prospects for a negotiated two-state solution increasingly
unlikely, one should consider about what equal rights for all people in the land between the
Jordan River and Mediterranean Sea would look like under a one-state configuration. The
establishment of a Palestinian extra-parliamentary body next to the Knesset opens up the ideas
for power-sharing on domestic affairs. Cyprus, Israel’s neighbor across the Mediterranean Sea,
provides reference case wherein Greece and Turkey both lay claims and share administrative
control over the territory inhabited by Cypriots. As right-wing administrations in Israel hail
victory over the passage of unilateral peace proposals, like the “Deal of the Century,” one should
envision possible consequences of a state that only serves and represents the interests of a
majority of its citizens and excludes a substantial minority.
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Directions for Future Research

The introduction of this paper discussed the highly complex and multi-layered aspect of
Palestinian’s civic, national, religious, regional identity. The use of identity categories
independent from or intersecting with one another can serve to empower or disempower a
diverse community. While Palestinian citizens voting trends at the macro-level are readily
apparent, voting trends at a more micro-level indicate that the Palestinian community in Israel is
not a political monolith.!*? In fact, voting patterns among Arabs in Israel may vary by religion,
sect, and geographic location.!”® The macro-level analysis of Palestinian citizens’ voting trends
provided in this paper serves to draw conclusions on the community as a whole. However, one
would be remiss not to consider groups within the Israel’s Palestinian minority that deviate from
the norm, namely the Druze and Circassians.

The 143,000 Druze in the Galilee and estimated 4,000 Circassians living in Kafr Kama
and Rahaniya, Israel substantially distinguish themselves from the collective.!** While the Druze
faith is an offshoot of Shi’a Islam, the Druze community normally identifies by their sect, and
differentiate themselves from other Muslims. Similarly, while the Circassian ethnic group
adheres to Islam, Circassians self-identify based on their ethnic group rather than their religion.
In large, both Druze and Circassians are more likely to identify as “Israeli” as opposed to
“Palestinian,” due in large part to their Israelization via compulsory conscription to the IDF. In
the case of the IDF, military service ends up being a rite of passage to integrate into Israeli
society, and the army itself is a melting pot for national assimilation in an otherwise highly
fragmented society. For the Druze, military conscription became compulsory through an
agreement between local community leaders and Israeli military authorities in 1956; whereas for
Circassians, serving in the IDF was made mandatory in 1957.1%

Exit polling results from Israel’s 20" Knesset elections of 2015, which came after the
formation of the Joint List, demonstrate how Israel’s Druze population deviates from the norm
when it comes to voting in particular. In 2015, the number of eligible Druze voters were 75,699,
with 42,631 voters actually casting their ballot, making their turnout 56.3%. However, in the 20™
Knesset elections of 2015, data from Israel’s Central Election Committee shows that only 18.8%
of the Druze voted for the Joint List.'° In other words, more than 80% of Druze localities,
concentrated predominantly in the north of Israel, voted for Jewish-Zionist parties in the election
that gave the Joint List its biggest win. Given their sheer numbers for a minority within the
minority and proportional success with integration into all branches of Israeli government, the
Druze population of Israel provides an interesting future study.

This paper did not study the political dynamics within the social cleavages of the Druze,
Circassians, and other groups in the Arab community in Israel due to the fact that their combined
numbers do not represent a large enough part of the Palestinian electorate in Israel to tilt the
scale in one way or another. In addition, an emphasis on the these cleavages would run counter
to the central argument of this paper that Palestinian national identity is ultimately the most
salient factor that supersedes either religious or ethnic subcategories in determining Palestinian
citizens of Israel’s voting patterns.
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