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The Social Upheaval in Israel and its Potential 

Effects on Palestine 
 
Background 

Dr. Nu'man Kanafani, Director of Research at MAS Institute and moderator of the Roundtable 

meeting, reviewed the key questions and the background:   
 

Massive popular protests have erupted in Israel in the last few weeks. These protests culminated in 

the rallies that swept most Israeli cities on September 3 with a number of protesters approximating 

half a million. It is not hard to see some similarities between the Israeli protest movement and the 

Arab Spring. Some of the slogans displayed and chanted by the demonstrators in Tel Aviv were 

even similar to those of the protesters in Tunisia and Tahrir Square. The movements were almost 

spontaneous  and with a extempore organizational nature- no specific political groups stand behind 

them. 
 

However, the substantial differences between the Arab spring and the protests in Israel are 

undeniable. The demands of the latter are exclusively concerned with social justice issues (soaring 

prices and rents of housing, in particular).They have not touched on issues of governance and 

political aspects. Some say that the Israeli protest movement deliberately separated the issues of 

'welfare state' from the political conflict with the Palestinians. Perhaps this separation is the reason 

why demonstrations regained their momentum even after the relatively large military operation in 

southern Israel on August 18, which claimed the lives of a number of Israelis and Arabs. 
 

The most important question that arises from this is can the social demands be separated from the 

political issues? Some protesters in Israel explicitly drew comparisons between the 'generosity' of 

the government (governments!) towards the settlers (and the Israeli settlements) and the severe 

miserliness towards the population within the Green Line, especially in terms of facilities and 

construction loans. Is this not an expression of the link between the social and the political issues? 

More importantly, can we safely draw the conclusion that the Israeli's copying of some slogans and 

forms of the Arab Spring demonstrations is an expression of the desire of some Israeli circles to 

belong to the region? 
 

This round table meeting aims to shed light on the previous set of questions. In particular, the panel 

discussion aims to find answers to the following questions: 
 

The Questions: 

1. What are the economic, social and political background for the social upheaval in Israel, what is 

the internal structure of the movement, its demands and its relationship with the established 

political parties in the country? And what is the possible future of the movement? 

2. What is the relationship between the Palestinians in Israel and this social movement? Is there 

scope for integrating the demands of the Palestinian minority in the overall demands of the 

movements? 

3. What are the current and potential effects of the social upheaval in Israel on the political 

conflict in the region, and particularly on the settlement movement/activities?  

 

Speakers and Audience: 

Two prominent persons were invited to present their positions and views on the questions of the 

meeting: 
 
� Professor Arie Arnon, the Israeli renowned economist, peace activist and the author of a 

number of seminal Studies on the Palestinian economy. 
� Mr. Issam Makhoul, a former member of the Israeli Knesset and Director of Emil Touma 

Institute for Palestinian Studies in Haifa. 
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The round table meeting was also attended by Mr. Shaheen Nassar, one of the youth leaders who 

took the lead in the Haifa protests. About 20 persons from research institutes and various 

governmental institutions and a number of NGOs representatives also attended the meeting. 
 

Summary of Presentations: 
Prof. Arnon first reviewed the shift in government policy in Israel over the last years in terms of 

reducing spending on education and health, as well as the ever-widening gap between the rich and 

the poor. He then talked about the organizational structure of the social movement, pointing out that 

there are two distinct wings of the movement: the founding wing (the gang of seven, as they are 

dubbed), which has radical demands concerning the revival of a 'welfare state' in general. The other 

wing includes groups with specific demands related to the high cost of living and the soaring 

university tuitions. Obviously the government can “buy off” the second wing through fulfilling 

some of its demands, but it cannot by any means satisfy the demands of the radical wing. According 

to Arnon, this was evident in the second wing's acceptance to hold a meeting with the Economic 

Committee formed by the government to study the demands of the demonstrators. The radical wing, 

by contrast, refused to meet the Committee and instead formed its own committee with 60-70 

independent persons. This committee further formed 6-7 sub-committees and made 

recommendations to revitalize the welfare state. The radical wing calls for reopening the Israeli 

government's budget (in order to increase social spending, levy higher tax rate, etc). 
 

Mr. Makhoul argued that the social movement brought an entirely new discourse to the Israeli 

political scene. The popular demands is a powerful blow to the Zionist movement, which has always 

believed that the norms of normal societies do not apply to Israel or the Jews, because, it claims, the 

Jews face 'eternal anti-Semitism' and the Jews are always in the same boat with no room for class 

struggle among them. Makhoul also stressed that the Israeli political leadership has always diverted 

the social conflict to the security issue, and thus closing the social file. Now though, it failed. He 

pointed that this is also a tendency among some Palestinian factions in Israel. They believe that the 

conflict is always between Arabs and Jews and they cannot think of a concordance between Jewish 

and Arab groups. Makhoul said that his movement called for efficacious involvement of the 

Palestinians in the social protests. The Arab involvement, Makhoul added, was significant and it 

opens up new prospects for the development of the demands and the integration of the Arab 

minority in the social movement. 
 

Shaheen Nassar (a young man who is credited with setting up the first demonstration tent in Haifa) 

made an interesting & exciting presentation about the emergence of the social protest in Haifa and 

the role of the Internet and the Facebook in the sustainability of the campaign. He explained how 

“his” tent conversed and cooperated with the Jewish tents in the same area: “There is an internal 

dynamic in the social movement; the demands are growing with time; and the Palestinians were able 

to voice their demands and nominate two Arab persons to the national leadership of the movement”. 
 

With regard to the third question (the potential impact on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict), the 

speakers pointed out that the prospects are open to all possibilities. Professor Arnon contended that 

there is a likelihood of direct consequences on the conflict, although the movement has not yet 

addressed the political aspects. However, the movement called for 'normalizing' the Israeli society, 

which in itself is consistent with the quest to end the conflict and the occupation. Mr. Makhoul also 

said that the prospects are open though it is not easy to predict the future. However, he noted that 

there is no prospect of justice in Israel without justice for the Arabs since the social and political 

issues are inseparable.  
 

After concluding the presentations, the speakers and the audience waded into a highly sophisticated 

discussion and all expressed their gratitude for the new and authentic information on the protest 

movement straight from activists.   
 


