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An Act of Defiance or a New Trend?
Doron Matza, Ephraim Lavie, Mohammed Abo Nasra, and Meir Elran

The Joint List's decision not to participate in g@te funeral of Shimon Peres, ninth President of
the State of Israel, on September 30, 2016, prairgigorise and anger among the Israeli public
and political arena. From the Jewish public’'s pahtview, the decision exposed the limited
ability of Ayman Odeh, head of the Joint List, tonduct a consistent pragmatic policy, and
raised questions as to the political directionhe Arab leadership on the central issue of Arab
integration into the Israeli social fabric.

The establishment of the Joint List prior to thel2Celections was perceived by many as a
significant step meant not only as a tactical raspao the newly raised electoral threshold for
Knesset elections, but also as a way to repodibicad Arab politics, emphasizing the strategy of
integration. Thus, the process was accompanied bgva approach that sought to advance
Israel's Arab sector by adopting a social approasha leading growth engine. The social
discourse proposed by Odeh since the electionspasitioned between two older approaches:
the Palestinian national discourse, which tookawbhfter the 2006-7 publication of the “Arab
Future Vision Documents,” which challenged the pption of Israel as a Jewish democratic
state; and the Islamic religious discourse ledhgylslamic Movement, which suffered a serious
blow after the Northern Faction was outlawed, agfaihe background of the escalation on the
Temple Mount that began in the fall of 2015.

Not disclaiming the older approaches, the Jointd.imain social discourse was meant to launch
an updated agenda. Without giving up on the natioaaative, the purpose of the present policy
was to create a common denominator for all of ived political components, from Balad on one
side to Hadash on the other. No less significdrg, Updated approach was meant to create an
agreed-upon political platform to promote the sadnd condition of the Arab minority through
joint discourse and action by Jews and Arabs, fagusn civilian issues, including the cost of
living, housing, education, and employment. Basedhis strategy, Odeh expressed pragmatic
willingness for close cooperation with the Netanyajovernment on promoting the five-year
plan for the Arab sector (government decision &2, ®ecember 30, 2015).

Since its formulation, the social strategy has beballenged repeatedly by the political
circumstances. The wave of terrorism that begarSéptember 2015 brought the extreme
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nationalist discourse back to the political aréffze fault lines between Jews and Arabs in Israel
on Palestinian issues again took center stagejstear further by the turbulence in the Arab
world. The strengthening of the national discoumselsrael undermined Odeh’s ability to
consolidate the social strategy, which relied om lope to forge connections with significant
groups in Israeli society. It also exposed theiftgggof the political seam lines inside the Joint
List, against the background of the involvemensaine — mostly Balad — in extremist activities
with a clear nationalist character, such as puidéntification with Palestinians killed during
terrorist attacks.

The mood of the Jewish public, which includes exist and harsh language, as well as the
actions and statements of the Israeli governmemte hmpacted negatively on the chances of
success of the strategy led by Odeh. The governadopted a dual policy toward the Arab
minority, based on two ostensibly conflicting deleal patterns: on the one hand, an effort to
integrate the Arab minority into the Israeli econgras part of the efforts to decrease the near
total dependence of the weak sectors — Arab angldhar on public coffers; and on the other
hand, an effort to exclude the Arabs as an ethroogfrom the Israeli cultural-political space,
expressed in successive statements and steps,asucttlawing the Northern Faction of the
Islamic Movement and promoting the Impeachment Law.

Under these circumstances, the decision of theé Aesab List not to participate in the funeral of
President Peres can be seen as a kind of challang@yor image of the government’s policy
toward the Arabs in Israel. As such, it testifiesatoption of the concept of economic inclusion,
alongside a tendency toward political self-exclnsom the part of the Arabs themselves. In this
context, they are willing to cooperate with the gamment on implementing most of the five-
year program to provide economic aid to the Aralpytation, and at the same time, by
demonstrating an independent posture, they seegegpegate themselves from issues and
symbols considered by the majority as the corehefrtational consensus, which is decidedly
Jewish.

The decision by members of the Joint List not terat the Peres funeral likely indicates a new
trend: endorsing the integration and cooperatioth \Whe government, while at the same time
emphasizing a degree of segregation and an inveaxgsfto Arab society. This approach might
sharpen political and cultural barriers with regéwdthe Jewish majority, while attempting to

direct energy to address the severe internal fll®\rab society. In itself, such an approach
contains potentially problematic and risky elemafitsolation.

It is too early to determine whether the Arab leadip is determined to adopt this new strategy
in full. Following the defiant boycott of the furady there was a heated debate about the political
reasoning of this decision. The most recent Paadex| of the Israel Democracy Institute survey
indicates that more Arabs think that boycottingfilneeral was unjustified and unwise than those
who think the opposite. According to a poll conducby Statnet, an institute that studies Arab
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society, the rate of those opposing the decisios vay high (over 80 percent), even among
Joint List voters. These findings, as well as &tigublished by Arabs in the Arab and Hebrew
press, clearly indicate a sharp disagreement betweab citizens on the issue and seemingly
also expose the existence of an Arab majority shi@ports full integration in Israeli society and
understands the potential damage of boycotts adebative implications of segregation.

Precisely against this backdrop, the governmentldvoo well to listen closely to the other
nuances in Arab society that still seek to preséridges to the Jewish majority, and avoid steps
that exclude — not to mention boycott — the Araddership. Such steps are perhaps consistent
with the policy of sidelining Arabs within the Isiapolitical sphere, but are also likely in the
long term to prove to have destructive consequemreshe ability to conduct reasonable
majority-minority relations. Therefore, the govemrmh should not fall prey to oversimplified
discourse on the complex relationships betweenJéweish majority and the Arab minority.
Instead, it should continue to encourage the sawctafration of Arab society, in cooperation
with the pragmatic elements of the Arab leaderghéb are in need of support, so as to serve the
wide shared interests of Israel’s majority andariiy populations.
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