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* rad·i·cal = (especially of change or action) relating to or affecting the fundamental nature of something; far-reaching or thorough. 






תלמוד בבלי, עירובין יג:ב
א"ר אבא אמר שמואל: שלש שנים נחלקו בית-שמאי ובית-הלל, הללו אומרים הלכה כמותנו והללו אומרים הלכה כמותנו. יצאה בת קול ואמרה: 'אלו ואלו דברי אלהים חיים הן, והלכה כבית-הלל'. וכי מאחר שאלו ואלו דברי אלהים חיים מפני מה זכו ב"ה לקבוע הלכה כמותן? מפני שנוחין ועלובין היו, ושונין דבריהן ודברי ב"ש, ולא עוד אלא שמקדימין דברי ב"ש לדבריהן . "
Iruvin 13:10-11
For three years, the House of Hillel and the House of Shammai argued. One said, 'The halakha (law) is according to our position,' and the other said, 'The halakha is according to our position.' A heavenly voice spoke: "These and those are the words of the living God, and the halakha is according to the House of Hillel." A question was raised: Since the heavenly voice declared: "Both these and those are the words of the Living God," why was the halacha established to follow the opinion of Hillel? It is because the students of Hillel were kind and gracious. They taught their own ideas as well as the ideas from the students of Shammai. Furthermore, they even taught Shammai's opinions first.



Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind:
If you really want to change someone’s mind on a moral or political matter, you’ll need to see things from that person’s angle as well as your own. And if you do truly see it the other person’s way—deeply and intuitively—you might even find your own mind opening in response. Empathy is an antidote to righteousness... 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
CATALYZING A RADICAL POLITICAL CENTER
The American Presidential elections of 2020 powerfully and painfully demonstrates that an increasingly authoritarian populism is not an anomaly that will be somehow repudiated.  Neither is it the case that a liberal, progressive political narrative will take its place and win the hearts and minds of the large swath of citizenship that lives outside of our urban, cosmopolitan enclaves.
In Israel – the Israeli right-wing is moving from an inclusive to an increasingly exclusionary and authoritarian populism. It has become increasingly acceptable to see Israel as a democracy only for Jews; the courts as the enemy of the people’s will; and leftist progressives who adhere to a different politics as disloyal and dangerous to the State’s wellbeing.  
But this movement on the right has been tied to movement on the left. As the left’s liberal nationalism has given way to a universalistic, cosmopolitan human rights agenda that identifies particularist loyalties to tribe, religion, and ethnic nationalism as the source of illiberal and undemocratic values, the right has doubled-down on these very loyalties, feeling that they are under threat. 
While in the United States these processes have led to two well-defined blocs locked in a culture war that each side still strives to win, in Israel the dominance of the right-wing bloc has begun to seem like a permanent, unshakeable majority. Attempts within the Israeli ‘center-left’ to create a political alternative that moves back to the political center have not budged the map. They have failed to overcome the primarily Ashkenazic left’s history of marginalizing non-Ashkenazic and traditional populations in Israeli society, and have failed to adapt the center-left’s views and policies to the worldviews and needs of those that come from different groups in Israeli society. 
Israel needs a radical Center – what we call a Common Good politics; a Center that actively incorporates and balances the beliefs of the right and the left, and which champions a far more inclusive set of partners and ideas that emerge from a deep engagement with all sides of the political divides.
The substantive content of the Centrist agenda is that it takes seriously the tensions between liberal vs. more particularist, “tribal” worldviews.  The agenda: 
· Views all citizens as equals, but sees the value of a primordial Jewish allegiance as critical to building solid foundations for the country; for example, it holds a robust definition of the Jewish character of the State, while simultaneously looking for ways to be more inclusive of its Arab minority not just through transactional equality, but in the story we tell of the country.
· Believes in government protections and safety net (as opposed to unbridled globalization), but takes individual, family and communal responsibilities as no less critical ingredients in social-economic policy; for example, it protects the livelihood and the communities of particularly its lower and middle classes from neo-liberal economic policy, while participating in the global economy.
· Sees the role of expertise and a common body of rules and knowledge as crucial to creating a shared set of principles from which we work, but also understands that professionals of all ilks – legal, economic, scientific - cannot make the choices between conflicting policy perspectives, which is the purview of politics and a government of, by and for the people; for example, it believes the courts primary role is enforcing laws, not arbitrating societal values, which should be the work of inclusive (as opposed to majoritarian) governing.
· Upholds the idea that democracy should be grounded in a core set of liberal values, but sees democracy’s principal role to build a common future rooted in fundamental truths from each side of the political debate, even when they contradict; for example, it frames basic societal values of peace, tolerance, and common decency through the multiple lenses of the society as a whole, and not one group’s worldview.  It rejects the idea that the values that are to define our society can be found on only one side of the political map.
Politically, the Center will be defined by a coalition, not necessarily one political party.  It will promote an agenda that gains traction within and between political parties, and attracts a surprisingly diverse group of supporters, crossing the political divides. 
Through Shaharit’s extensive surveys and fieldwork we have identified the principal sociological groupings in Israeli society which have the potential to support a political Center as the following: Masorati-Mizrahim, Common Good Liberals, Inclusive Religious Zionists, Israeli Arabs, and “New Haredim,” each to be described below.
Over the last eight years, Shaharit has proven in a wide range of settings that this is not theory; that it works and resonates with exactly the targeted supporters of a radical Center. We have dramatically moved forward in three focused program areas, as part of a burgeoning ecosystem of individuals and initiatives that have come to similar conclusions to those of Shaharit, and which Shaharit is nurturing into a powerful network:   
· Ideas: we have been building the intellectual backbone for this movement, working with Prof. Nissim Mizrachi at the Van Leer Institute, as well as a team of multicultural intellectual Fellows, to establish First Principles and now policy frameworks; 

· Leadership: we have identified and nurtured a diverse and compelling set of leaders from all parts of Israeli society; and 

· Grassroots:  using our unique community organizing methodology, designed with the highest level of practitioners from overseas, we have built an impressive network of local movements which cross the political divides, with a strong foothold in dozens of towns and cities.
At the end of 2019 we believe that we successfully concluded building the essential infrastructure in each of the strategic areas.  We are now looking to expand our reach and strategically impact the political arena in order to meet the challenge of the ultimate goal – bringing a winning politics to Israel.

Much of our work will continue to focus on the building blocks that have been created by Shaharit for catalyzing a radical Center. But to jump to the next level -- to compete for the hearts and minds that can shape the Israeli political map and ultimately to be victorious -- we need strategic funding partners who can allow us to dramatically expand.  We need a next generation of strategic projects: 


Ideas and Vision
· A Centrist Policy Think Tank: Translating Ideas into Agenda.  After creating the intellectual building blocks for our policy work, we are ready to establish a fledgling policy thinktank:  bringing together a team of Shaharit experts from a variety of fields. They will identify and then write well-researched and easily accessible policy papers on wedge issues of our political divides, with a lobbying team in the Knesset identifying and nurturing strategic MK partners who shall legislate for a Politics of the Common Good.  	
· Social-Political Surveys: Understanding the Changing Map of the Israeli Polis.  We will do in-depth qualitative and quantitative surveys identifying the Shaharit coalition and its social-political leanings, to hone our understanding of our potential partners, significantly upgrading the successful survey work originally done by Shaharit on a shoestring budget. In addition, we will use our survey work to create headlines, showcasing public support for a Centrist agenda and its policies, similar to the groundbreaking report of Hidden Tribes.  	
· Annual High-Profile Conference of the Political Center   We will hold well-attended annual conferences on a Radical Center’s political ideas and agenda, engaging high-level political allies as well as opponents, creating a conversation among intellectuals who can be engaged with Centrist ideas, bringing top-tier speakers from overseas, and investing in significant media coverage.  The conference will establish the political legitimacy and strength of a Centrist politics.  
	 
Leadership
· Mentoring Senior Political Leadership   Many political thinktanks invest significant resources in identifying and nurturing future political leaders.  Similar to the work of the Shalem Institute for right-wing emerging senior politicians, we shall create individual tutorship for a handful of select individuals, (such as Gadi Eizenkot and Giora Eiland) developing their vision and their agenda through a Centrist lens.  	

Grassroots

· Transforming Individual Local Initiatives into a Burgeoning Country-Wide Network
We can massively enlarge our crossing-the-divides civic engagement to 25 different cities and towns with a team of relationship-based community organizers, and we can invest in building a shared identity among the cities and towns that builds branches throughout the country for a shared vision of social-political change.  	

We are looking for a small team of unique funding partners willing to support us strategically, and make significant, strategic donations for this next generation of projects. 
INTRODUCTION:  THE POLITICAL MALAISE
If we needed more proof for the immense appeal of a populist, growingly authoritarian right-wing, and the massive political divide that tears at the very fabric of liberal democracies everywhere, then surely the American Presidential elections of 2020 powerfully and painfully demonstrates that it is not an anomaly that will be somehow rebuked.  Nor that a liberal, progressive political narrative will take its place and win the hearts and minds of the large swath of our citizenship that lives outside of our urban, cosmopolitan enclaves.  Joe Biden’s election is not the end of “Trumpism” in the United States and elsewhere; it is a movement that will clearly continue throughout this term and beyond.
Israel is in a similar political quagmire. The right has moved increasingly from an inclusive to an exclusionary populism.[endnoteRef:1] Part of an authoritarian sentiment, most symbolized by Donald Trump but partially adopted by Benyamin Netanyahu, it has become increasingly acceptable to see Israel as primarily a democracy only for Jews, to view the courts as the enemy of the people’s will, and to view leftist progressives who adhere to a different politics as disloyal and dangerous to the State’s wellbeing.  [1:  Prof. Dani Filc, a partner in Shaharit’s economic working group at the Van Leer Institute, has documented this shift on the right in “The Political Right in Israel: Different Faces of Jewish Populism.”] 

But this movement, from a liberal to an illiberal rightwing, in Israel and elsewhere, has been seen by many observers as linked to changes on the left, as liberal nationalism gave way to a human rights agenda which trumped other, more particular loyalties – to tribe, to religion, to an ethnic nationality.  Particularist value systems, as opposed to universal ones, were no longer seen as part of a healthy dialectic between two poles of political life, but rather as an enemy – alternatively seen as medieval, antidemocratic and protofascist. Particularist desires for borders, cultural and political, gave way to a globalization with the increased opening of borders, of goods and of e/migrants, with an economic order that benefited a growing global class at the expense of the popular classes. Without arguing moral equivalency, both sides are part of a political dynamic that has led to deep disdain across the divides, and a center that cannot hold.
While in the United States and elsewhere this has led to two well-defined blocs locked in a culture war one with the other, in Israel the right-wing bloc has begun to seem like a permanent fixture, an unshakeable majority.  Attempts among the center-left, as it is now called, to move back towards the center have not appreciably budged the political map.  And yet, appearing to be static, there are many reasons to believe that processes are under way – some, drifting us farther apart, but some, on both sides of the divide, recognizing that for the sake of our common future we must reconnect somewhere in the middle.  The question is where, and how?

THE NEED FOR A RADICAL CENTER
The populist political bent, beginning in Israel with the rise of the Menachem Begin’s Likud in 1977, was a revolt against the country’s elites: secular, Ashkenazic, increasingly upper-middle class and liberal.  A populist movement that has risen to prominence recently in liberal democracies throughout the world, it arose here, as elsewhere, as a countermovement, using Karl Polanyi's helpful category[endnoteRef:2], to economic  and cultural policies and sentiments that marginalized and memorialized the social standing particularly of Israel's Mizrachi working class, the core constituency in the Likud rise to power.  Similarly, the support for Donald Trump and other contemporary populists is built on a wave of resentments to a liberal class that has become an ever more dominant cultural and economic elite, often scornful of the popular classes, championing symbols and pursuing agendas which are an anathema to the moral economies, cultural values and political commitments of groups from outside of that elite, resentments that still live deeply also in the Israeli political psyche.[endnoteRef:3]  [2:  Along with the Van Leer Institute, Shaharit will be publishing in the coming weeks Karl Polanyi’s magnum opus, The Great Transformation, whose work sits at the heart of Shaharit’s social-economic analysis, with an afterward by Shaharit Fellow Dr. Ofer Sitbon.]  [3:  The work of Prof. Nissim Mizrachi, head of Shaharit’s Advisory Board, has become prominent in public discourse in Israel, and increasingly in the world, for his explanation of the rejection by large swaths of Israeli society of “liberal grammar” – of liberal values and identities which are perceived as a threat by particularist identities, and which are seen as seeking to supplant them.  See Shaharit’s Special Issue of the Israel Studies Journal— “Resisting Liberalism in Israel: The Case of Marginalized Mizrachim”] 

An authoritarian populism feeds and enflames these legitimate resentments.  It does not simply seek to redress the social, cultural and economic hierarchy that marginalized the popular classes and their worldviews, preventing from them an equal place in the body politic; it stokes them as political fuel.  A necessary rebalancing of the actual and symbolic resources that define a country's identity gives way to an attack on the institutions and individuals in an elite that are perceived of as an existential threat.  "The people", a democratic idea, becomes exclusionary and those who disagree with its political loyalty to tribe and country become not simply political rivals, but moral enemies. In Israel, Arabs are the enemy, but their leftist enablers are traitors.
But in its more moderate variation, the right-wing intuition is, in deep ways, correct.  Particularism is important.  Country demands loyalty.  Israelis are not, paraphrasing Naftali Bennett, members of the United Nations.  We have a team.  Judaism is the reason we are here in the Land of Israel, and not Uganda.  Religion roots us, and its place in the public square glues many of us together, far more than transactional citizenship can.  The welfare state is important, but it only works if it is rooted in a more basic individual responsibility for oneself and one another.  And of course, we really do have enemies that threaten us, as a people and as a nation.  There truly is what to be afraid of, and we should never, ever let down our guard.
And yet, each one of these fundamentals, when losing their tension with other values, loses its balance, and disintegrates into blind loyalty, loss of empathy for others, a majoritarian democratic dictatorship that ignores those that disagree, seeing enemies everywhere, and the a priori trumping of fear over hope.  We need to return to a balance, a politics that takes seriously the democratic idea that each side in our political debate holds fundamental truths, even when they contradict, and build a center that can reconnect our fractured pieces into a center that can hold.  It is a politics of paradox: from the seemingly intractable divides, a new politics emerging.  
The good news is that it is in fact happening, very often in connection with Shaharit’s extensive efforts and its growing list of partners. It can be seen in a rapidly growing circle of social, cultural and academic initiatives; it has tentatively found a voice within the cacophony of our political discourse.  And it is being catalyzed and empowered and can become a dominant force on the Israeli political map.

POLITICS OF PARADOX: BETWEEN CONFLICTING POLES
How do we build a political space that steps out of the zero-sum, all or nothing equation, and build a proper balance between opposing poles that can cross the seemingly unbreachable divide, and win a majority with a politics that is “good enough” for most of us?
The idea of a political center suffers from a reputation of being non-committal, without an ideological and moral backbone.  But balancing opposites is not of itself wishy-washy, much as Rambam’s golden mean was far from being without religious import; or Aristotle’s mean without philosophical rigor.  The political challenge is to place the mean at its correct location – as a proper balance between essential but conflicting value poles, and at a political space that can win the hearts and minds of an Israeli majority – a radical Center, a center that is of substance, a center that rethinks and restructures the political map.
Populism has dramatically changed the political map, and the old right-left divide no longer describes the tensions of our societies. The substantive content of a "Centrist" agenda is that it takes seriously the tensions between liberal (and elitist) vs. tribal (and populist) worldviews, the two poles of our new divides.  The breakdown of liberal democracies is a challenge to the liberal idea itself and its political manifestation in the nation-state.  We believe that the challenge needs to be empathetically addressed, and not simply rejected and resisted. 
· At its most basic level, a radical Center attempts to formulate policies that respect the liberal values of diversity and human rights on the one hand but balances it with a deep concern for community, the world of culturally evolved norms, values, traditions and social relations as the bonds of our common life.  It resists the political and cultural tendency to erase borders that divide, and takes seriously the notions of boundaries, physical and conceptual – that people need to belong to bounded particular communities.  The progressive left and the ethno-national right have moved, in Israel and in the world, inexorably apart, to the polar extremes, creating the foundation of our culture wars.
Group loyalty and identity
Individual autonomy/
cosmopolitanism



· Socio-economically, it takes seriously the present populist uprising sweeping liberal democracies the world over: against elites and their neo-liberal economic rationality. Trumpism is a populist critique of right-wing neo-liberal orthodoxies as well as left-wing social democratic ones – both accept that the neo-liberal assumptions and the argument between them is primarily about how to divide up the pie, not the place and role of economic activity.  Such economic rationality is unbearable for most of the population, as it disengages the economy from the lived lives of people, particularly those outside of the global economy.  Work, for example, is not simply a transactional act of producing wealth.  It is about identity, self-worth, commitment to family and contribution to society.  Populism has successfully redefined the political map between economic intuitions of the popular classes versus those of the cosmopolitan and globalized elites.  

In Israel, many identify Netanyahu’s economic policy as the source of neo-liberal economic policy.  But like in other places, here too the difference between right and left was in how to divide the pie.  And the populist uprising that led to the Likud originally taking power is still very much alive and well. Netanyahu and the Likud balances the neo-liberal ideology of economic leaders from right and left, with a populist instinct of protectionism. This is much of the reason why Israel has been largely spared from the devastations of globalization and its ensuing ravaging of traditional structures of family, workplace and social norms experienced elsewhere.  It is why the Israeli periphery’s middle class has grown, and a central reason why the Likud continues to win the support of its populist-leaning, largely Mizrachi voters. 

“rational” economic policy: both neo-liberal and social democratic
Economics socially and culturally embedded in people’s lived lives




· Politically, a radical Center also takes seriously the growing critique of the technocratic version of liberalism dominant in the European Union and other places (such as in much of the Israeli liberal elite) which tends to displace political discourse with professionalism and expertise – legal, economic and scientific - and privileges academic smarts over popular participation, both trends that undermine a true democratic politics.  Hence part of the orientation of a radical Center is, while embracing expertise as an essential part of building a baseline of “facts” from which to build policy, to take seriously the notions of popular sovereignty which push back on expertise, while at the same time demanding more inclusive definitions of “the People:”  Arguments about the Supreme Court, or alternatively, the place of epidemiology in defining public policy during the Corona crisis, are expressions of these tensions.
Expertise
Will of "the people”




It is helpful to graph our current political situation, and the political space that a radical Center would occupy, using two axes: one focusing on issues of political definition -- the individual autonomy/universalist pole vs. group loyalty/ethno-nationalist pole; and the other -- economic rationalism/”First Israel” and the embedded economy/”Second Israel” pole.And there has been a consistent movement of the right from the political center.  



















The left has drifted too far to the elitist extremes on both of these axes – too cosmopolitan and too tied to “first Israel.”  Both Yesh Atid and then Kachol Lavan were attempts at being correctives –understanding the need to move to a more nationalist narrative. But without being able to cross the ethno-nationalist divide, what we have called “primordial identity” which is the watershed that divides the camps, it will not impact the larger political map.  And neither Yesh Atid nor Kachol Lavan moved boldly on the first Israel-second Israel divide, remaining in form (messenger) and in content (message) part of the old elites of the country.  And as the center-left bloc attempted to move towards the center on at least the (ethno)-nationalist axis, the right has drifted farther down the cosmopolitan-ethnonational axis.  Both Shas and the Likud, for example, originally held a more balanced politics of citizenship on the one hand and primordial membership on the other, but they have both drifted to a far more ethnonational stance, in rhetoric as well as substance.  Begin would hardly recognize Netanyahu’s Likud of 2020.
A winning politics rooted in an agenda that’s “good enough” for most of us, must do two things:  It must connect in an organic way to a more primordial Jewish identity for the State while simultaneously expanding the boundaries of membership and embracing the equality of all of its citizens.  And it must address the socio-economic divide, authentically and aggressively, being an authentic advocate, in form and in substance, for Second Israel and its relatives.  

AN EMERGING COALITION OF THE COMMON GOOD
Who makes up the coalition that can form a winning politics of the common good?  In Shaharit we talk about a coalition, not necessarily one political party, an agenda that speaks to people’s intuitions, infiltrates the political discourse, nurtures a leadership that identifies and champions its sentiments and agenda, and builds an electoral politics that gains traction within and between political parties.  For those who have doubts about its efficacy as a strategy, it is built on the template of how conservative institutions in the United States moved an agenda from the periphery to political dominance within a decade.  
Through preliminary survey work[endnoteRef:4] which needs to be deepened and expanded, Shaharit has tentatively identified and today nurtures emerging political partnerships in target sociologies: [4:  Shaharit Survey Project] 

a.  MASORATI (MIZRACHI).  A public who can be identified primarily in the Likud, but also politically through support of Kahlon’s Kulanu, Orli Levi’s Gesher, and Yifat Shasha Biton’s political defection from the Likud.  It was the failed dream of the Labour Party to link a second-Israel economic appeal with a lingering liberal peace agenda - a political oxymoron - in order to court this vote.  Remnants of the original agenda of Shas, aimed primarily at Masoratim and not only Haredim, are still represented in Knesset by individuals such as MKs Yosef Margi, Moshe Arbel and Yosef Taib.  Masorati Mizrachim are natural partners for a Center politics – a strong, “tribal” loyalty to the Jewishness of the state coupled with a pragmatic intuition about politics and a cultural commitment to “common decency[endnoteRef:5].” [5:  “Common decency”, a phrase used by George Orwell in contrast to the Communists, whose commitments to ideology eclipsed the more basic understanding that most of us commoners have -- to be decent in our relationships with others.] 


b. COMMON GOOD LIBERALS.  The center-left twin of the center-right Masoratim, leaning Ashkenazic, it is a growing constituency, especially in a younger generation, some of whom are fully committed to engaging with all of Israeli society, and not just those who are similar to them.  They can be found, for example, in multiple mechinot programs, the well-attended seminars of Ein Prat, and others.  Civic society initiatives such as Darkenu, like their center-left political counterparts, never crossed the liberal/ethnic-national divide, but began to engage across the divides and in the process also change.  Kachol Lavan, parts of Yesh Atid, and the recent failed permutations of the Labor Party with Amir Peretz and before that with Avi Gabbai and even Shelly Yachomovitch have been political expressions of these tendencies.

c. INCLUSIVE RELIGIOUS ZIONISTS.  The religious Zionist community divides up between a minority liberal group and a Romantic nationalist majority. The liberal group holds centrist political views and is a natural support group for the Common Good. It is perhaps the only sociology in the last election which somewhat “crossed over” to the center-left.  The Romantic nationalist majority is conservative and votes for the Right. It conceives of the Jewish state as essentially "belonging" to the Jewish people. Despite this, new emphases in the Romantic majority have opened up possibilities. They have begun to liberalize views on social issues, such as gender roles and feminism, and to a certain extent, LGTBs. The more avante-garde elements have initiated dialogue with Palestinians involving out-of-the-box ideas such as two states sharing the same territory. They have emphasized religious-secular partnership. Although the Tikvah Fund has invested massive resources into trying to shape these trends into a right-wing neo-liberal consensus, it has not succeeded in dominating the discourse.  Many of the romantic nationalists can be brought on board to a Center agenda.

d. ARAB ISRAELIS (INCREASINGLY) EMBRACING THEIR ISRAELI IDENTITY.  Survey after survey shows that Israeli Arabs are increasingly defining themselves as Israelis at the same time as they hold onto a strong Arab-Palestinian identity, exactly at the time that exclusionary right-wing politics demonizes and marginalizes.  The decision by the United List to endorse Benny Gantz for Prime Minister is perhaps the most dramatic political example of that changing landscape.  However, rather than nurturing a political dynamic with Arab Israelis increasingly engaging with the larger society and its concomitant tensions, there are attempts on the Israeli political left to cloister Arab Israelis within the progressive political map – essentially narrowing their engagement with Israel to exactly the political spaces that the rest of the society has dramatically rejected.  But there is a different option. Dramatic movement can take place when a convergence takes place between a center that reaches out to Israeli Arabs; and an Arab leadership which increasingly embraces its Israeli identity. For Israeli Arabs, it will demand an understanding of the centrality of Judaism in the collective national identity; for Israeli Jews it will demand both safeguarding equal rights for all in a democracy, but also softening the boundaries of national identity to allow Israeli Arabs to feel more at home in the larger story, much like Jews in the United Kingdom, for example.  Part of these changes will also be freeing Israeli Arab politics from the primarily secular universal values of much of its leadership, and incorporating the particularist cultural and religious values embraced by many Jews and Arabs outside of the universalist worldview. The overtures of Mansur Abbas to the right, with, at least according to survey data, substantial support among Israeli Arabs, is a harbinger of the shifting landscape that can be critical in building a Center.

e. THE “NEW” HAREDIM – although a marginal piece of any emerging coalition in the near future, any politics of the center would be making an enormous mistake ignoring the Haredi world, and its potential, for better or for worse, to change the Israeli political map in the coming decades.  As the Corona virus once again exposed the dangerous divide between the Haredi community and the rest of Israeli society, an increasing number of Haredim search for an alternative where their cloistered existence gives way to a healthy dynamic between communal religious loyalties and being fully connected to modern, democratic Israel.  Haredim alienated from their leadership will be increasingly open to a political alternative.  Dangerously, many might easily choose extreme ethno-national options that reject basic liberal democratic axioms.  Outliers will move dramatically to the left, many leaving the fold.  But there is real potential for building a political home that doesn’t demand a choice between loyalty to community and a politics which gives expression to Haredim as part of the Israeli tapestry. 

[image: ]


WHAT HAS  SHAHARIT ALREADY ACCOMPLISHED?
Shaharit defines its mission as catalyzing a politics of the Common Good, nurturing the ideas, the leadership and the grassroots support that will serve as the backbone of a coalition government of the Common Good by 2028.  Our strategic thinking sees three stages to each of these goals - first, creating infrastructure; second, competing in the public arena; and finally, winning victories.  In 2019 we believe that we successfully concluded the phase of building infrastructure in each of the strategic areas.  We are now within the second phase, which demands resources that will allow us to expand our reach and strategically impact the political arena to meet the challenge and reach the third and ultimate goal – bringing a winning politics to the Israeli polis.

	
	Ideas and Vision
	Leadership
	Grassroots

	First Stage:
Infrastructure
(2012-2020)
	Articulating core narrative and policy frameworks
	Strong leadership partners in every strategically targeted sociology; proven pedagogy of connecting across deep diversity
	Toolbox for relationship-based community organizing; diverse community organizing partners in multiple communities throughout Israel

	Second Stage:
Competing in Public Arena (2020-2025)
	Deepening and building support for a common good political narrative; Public policy agenda and increased   media presence
	Expanding leadership network and nurturing high-profile leadership; political campaigns of leading figures in network
	Emergence of political leadership in multiple cities committed collectively to a common good agenda, backed by local movements

	Third Stage:
Winning
(2025-2028)
	Compelling narrative for Israel’s future wins majority support; major common good policy successes
	Emergence of Common Good leadership within political parties and in new ones; connections between parties based on a common good agenda
	Local politics and its community support move to a national level


Progress in strategy timeline


Ideas and Vision
George Lakoff taught us that social change is about changing the frames within which we understand our world.  To change the world is to change our frames and our concepts, and subsequently, our policies and our politics.[endnoteRef:6]  Without a strongly articulated alternative to the present political dichotomies, any politics, and certainly a politics from the center, will indeed be based on a wandering political expediency and not fresh and principled ideas.  Israel is in desperate need of vision, rooted in the best of its storied past, but also powerfully confronting new challenges.  Any fresh political alternative needs, first and foremost, need to be rooted in fresh frames and ideas that allow people to move out of their current frames without “converting” to the other side.  Politics is a serious business, and we have been too long relying on tired dichotomies that no longer reflect the reality on the ground. [6:  George Lakoff, Moral Politics] 

Shaharit at its outset defined three levels on which ideas needed to be articulated: first principles with a compelling narrative, policy frameworks, and policy suggestions.  With a series of academic working groups in partnership with the Van Leer Institute, and the work of our multicultural team of Shaharit Fellows – the bringing together of perspectives committed to the Common Good from across the political divides - first principles have been established. 
Intellectual Frameworks are in place for most of the major themes:  Democracy of the Common Good, beyond the State and the Market[endnoteRef:7], Rights and Responsibilities of the Majority and the Minority[endnoteRef:8], rebalancing the power between courts, Knesset and government[endnoteRef:9], a shared Jewish identity without religious or secular coercion[endnoteRef:10], rethinking peace (also here and here), beyond multiculturalism and identity politics, the centrality of community and locality to Israeli democracy[endnoteRef:11], and more.  Each of these is part of a larger rethinking taking place in the liberal world, in which Shaharit is well connected - through a growing bookshelf of canonical works in our office library, and thought-partners in the United States and England asking similar questions. [7:  Ofer Sitbon, “Beyond the State and the Market,” forthcoming.]  [8:  Nazier Magally, “The Responsibility of the Minority,” forthcoming.]  [9:  “On the Establishment of an Israeli Constitutional Court,” forthcoming]  [10:  “The Masorati Option for a shared Jewish Israeli identity,” forthcoming]  [11:  Ofer Sitbon, “Subsidiarity: The Path to a City of the Common Good?”] 

The next step is both raising the profile of a “common good” political narrative, and building policy initiatives that translate that narrative into compelling policy that can tell a story of a shared future.

A Multivoiced (Political) Leadership
As President Rivlin so forcefully argued in his Four Tribes Speech, Israel is made up of different, and often conflicting worldviews.  One should add that these tribes also vote for different political parties.  These identities are central to people’s lives. They are central to what Israel is.  They are not going to go away, nor should they.  The challenge is to build a political leadership with deep commitments to the communities from which they come and of which they are part – to be a legitimate leadership of their community - and simultaneously to be committed to the larger society, with its many voices.  A Common Good leadership agrees to build a future together, in spite of differing values.  The value of solidarity precedes others – it allows us to move forward together, committed to finding common ground and at times to transcend differences.  For John Dewey, this is the essence in fact of what democracy is about.  Without it, democracy becomes a power struggle between enemy camps, and status quo is simply a ceasefire in an ongoing battle between right and wrong.[endnoteRef:12]  Outside of the culture wars, it turns out there are many people who are searching for that common ground out of a deep commitment to a future together. [12:  John Dewey was the exemplar of democratic and educational thinking in the 20th century.  His “The Great Community” esseay sees democracy as sewing together conflicting views of the good life, and building an ever inclusive sense of a Common Good.] 

Shaharit’s 120 Program has brought together 120 aspiring political leaders, committed to such a politics.  Representatives across the social, cultural, religious, national and ultimately political divide, come together, learning from each other’s stories and seeing the world from each other’s lenses.  It is profoundly moving, it is difficult, and it demonstrates that it is possible.[endnoteRef:13]  Shaharit’s leadership programs in the Haredi, religious Zionist, and Arab communities, are all nurturing such Common Good values.  Its collaboration with the Masorati network connects it to Masorati-Mizrachi initiatives on the ground.  Shaharit has a foothold deep within every major Israeli sociology, an emerging leadership committed to a society with everyone as partners, in spite of our differences.  Like in a marriage, conflicts have to be worked out, but our leadership is committed to making it work for all. [13:  Barak Heymann, the celebrated Israeli documentary filmmaker, is presently editing a film on the program, after hundreds of hours of filming.] 

Shaharit has mastered the crossing of the divides, building a successful methodology across its activities, and continually drawing a wide range of identities to our programs. Differences are not glossed over – the opposite – no one leaves anything outside of the room.[endnoteRef:14] [14:  Here is a short video documenting our earliest activity crossing the seemingly unbridgeable divides: between the educational leadership of Shas, the Haredi-Masorati religious movement and political party, and the leadership of the Association for Civil Rights in Israel (ACRI).  A doctorate was later written by Dr. Kineret Sadeh as a result of the meetings.] 

Some of this leadership will work in existing political parties, creating partners for the Common Good across the Knesset, and in a future coalition.  Some can be partners in new political options.  Several have already made their way into the political landscape and a few, into the Knesset.  Many are the support structure for political change – parliamentary assistants, civil society leaders, media professionals.
We need to continue to expand that network, and to add to it higher profile leaders – leaders who have cultural, social and political influence and stature, people who frame our understanding of what it means to be Israeli and can help influence its political future on the highest levels.

The Grassroots – Building a Local Common Good Politics
Ideas are critical.  Leadership is essential.  But politics demands people.  Lots and lots of people.  Already in 2013, following the Social Protest Movement in the summer of 2011, Shaharit began to work on the local level, identifying partners who, as a result of their experiences during the social protests, recognized the need to create a local politics that connected the many communities of a town and city in common cause.[endnoteRef:15]  Our work has mushroomed since, as we are now with a network in tens of towns and cities,  with deep work stretching from Maalot-Tarshicha in the North to Rahat in the south, towns and cities with relationship-based community organizing, some with political parties who have emerged from the process – with a mapping of some 50 city council members engaged with a Common Good politics, and with a handful of serious mayoral candidates and mayors all identified with the challenge of connecting all the voices of their communities into a shared vision for their locales.  Our Municipal Conference, leading up to the Municipal elections of 2018, drew over 350 participants from no less than 70 towns and cities, many of them candidates for local office.  It is an infrastructure that is ready to create a bottom-up political alternative, with a proven toolbox.  [15:  In 2018 our local politics conference brought together our extensive network: 350 activists and local politicians from 70 different towns and cities in Israel.  We have since expanded our efforts.] 

Our work has been mentored and modeled on the work of Arnie Graf, perhaps the premier American community organizer.  The work is based on three central premises.  The first, is that the only way to cross the social and cultural divides and mobilize people to work for change together is to build relationships between them.  Solidarity is not an abstract principle, but a lived commitment to one another based on lived experience.  When mothers from different background share their struggles to find educational alternatives for their children with disabilities, a bond is formed.  When shopowners across the political spectrum fight together for the renovation of their rundown shopping plaza in the center of the city, their struggle to make a living becomes a shared struggle.  Our community organizing efforts build relationships between people and transcend the political divides, and that lasts beyond any particular campaign based on shared interests.  The second is that community organizing isn’t about dialogue, it’s about working together to bring about change.  It is the act of wielding power and succeeding that cements the bond between people.  And the third, is that the work is political, and must nurture a political leadership that is committed to all the citizens that they serve.  Citizens who can come together and work together for change, with a politics that emerges and serves them, is the DNA of the democratic culture that sits at the heart of a politics of the Common Good.
Graf applied these principles to a national political campaign in England, serving as senior advisor to Ed Miliband in his campaign for the premiership of Great Britain in 2015.  Graf was in charge of field activities, arguing that real relationships, deep listening, and a politics committed to the agenda as articulated by citizens, could create the political support needed for victory.  The promise of the relationship-based community organizing approach to politics was proven in Graf’s implementation of it in Lancashire County, the second largest municipality in England, after London, where 30 seats and the mayorship were won, after a disastrous run in the election before.  But the party hierarchy ultimately sacrificed grassroots relationship-building of power to traditional campaigns of targeting voters through analytics and a social media blitz, abandoning Graf’s strategy to success, and leading to ever-increasing electoral defeats. [endnoteRef:16] [16:  On Arnie Graf and the British Labor Party see here ] 

Graf was a mentor to the early Barak Obama, who went on to use the same approaches to build his political run to the Presidency.  As Graf argues and our community organizing work implements – “relationships precede power”.   We need to weave each of these local initiatives into a powerful movement that offers a different politics that is emerging from the kaleidoscope of our neighborhoods and communities: building a common identity, enlarging the network nationwide, and offering an alternative to the current top-down culture of our politics.  

Ideas, leadership, bottom-up work on the ground – an infrastructure unlike any other in Israel is in place, successfully crossing the divides, with a proven toolbox creating true common cause, and translating it into political power.  The challenge, at this moment, is to turn this groundbreaking work into a winning national strategy for social-political change.
LEAP LEVELS:  THE NEXT GENERATION OF STRATEGIC PROJECTS
Shaharit is a political think-and-do tank.  It has created the tool box, support structures and ancillary activities to build a radical Center.  What’s next?
To leap to the next level, to compete for the hearts and minds that can shape the Israeli political map and ultimately to be victorious, we need strategic funding partners who are willing to significantly invest in realizing the potential that has already been proven to be there.  Much of our work will continue to focus on the building blocks that have been created by Shaharit for catalzing a radical Center, but a new generation of strategic projects are needed if we are going to be able to move dramatically forward:  

Ideas and Vision
· A Centrist Think Tank: Translating Ideas into Agenda.  After creating the intellectual building blocks for our policy work, we are ready to establish a policy thinktank:  bringing together a team of Shaharit experts from a variety of fields – 1. Israel in the changing Middle East; 2. an economic agenda that takes the populist moment seriously; 3. reforming democracy: judicial vs. legislative; national vs. local; professional expertise vs. public intuitions; 4. the proper role of religion in the State; 5. majority and minority rights and responsibilities. They will identify and then write well-researched and easily accessible policy papers on wedge issues of our political divides, with a lobbying team in the Knesset identifying and nurturing strategic MK partners who shall legislate for a Politics of the Common Good.  

· Social-Political Surveys: Understanding the Changing Map of the Israeli Polis.  At its inception and on a shoe-string budget, Shaharit, began a surveys division with promising results.  We will dramatically upgrade the project, and do in-depth qualitative and quantitative surveys identifying the Shaharit coalition and its social-political leanings, to hone our understanding of our potential partners.  In addition, we will use our survey work to create headlines, showcasing public support for a Centrist agenda and its particular policies, similar to the groundbreaking report of Hidden Tribes. 

· Annual High-Profile Conference of the Political Center   We will hold well-attended annual conferences on a Radical Center’s political ideas and agenda, engaging high-level political allies as well as opponents, creating a conversation among intellectuals who can be engaged with Centrist ideas, bringing top-tier speakers from overseas, and investing in significant media coverage.  The conference will establish the political legitimacy and strength of a Centrist politics.

Leadership
· Mentoring Senior Political Leadership – Many political thinktanks invest significant resources in identifying and nurturing future political leaders.  Shaharit’s 120 program has done groundbreaking work in finding common good partners across the political divides.  But particularly Israeli politics is based on superstars, often from the media or from the army landing in senior positions with no political agenda or experience.  We already know some of the names for the next round:  Gadi Eizenkot, Giora Eiland, and others.  Similar to the work of the Shalem Institute for right-wing emerging senior politicians, we shall create individual tutorship for a handful of select individuals, developing their vision and their agenda through a Centrist lens.  

Grassroots
· Transforming Individual Local Initiatives into a Burgeoning Country-Wide Network 
Shaharit’s relationship-based community organizing work has built numerous successful efforts that cross the sociological divides, working together to bring about concrete change in their communities – in education, business, environment, public transportation, and more.  These initiatives have often evolved into “a Common Good politics”, with leaders from the community organization’s crossing the divides, creating new political parties, and competing for seats on the City Council.  Now is the time to translate our success into a country-wide movement, uniting local initiatives from throughout the country, creating a shared identity that sees itself as the harbinger of a different way of engaging politics, uniting rather than dividing.  We can massively enlarge our crossing-the-divides civic engagement to 25 different cities and towns with a team of relationship-based community organizers, and we can invest in building a shared identity among the cities and towns that builds branches throughout the country for a shared vision of social-political change. 


CONCLUSION
The world is changing.  Israel is changing.  The tired right-left dichotomies which defined politics in Israel and elsewhere for decades is collapsing and new categories are emerging, presenting real dangers, but also true opportunities.  So many of us, exhausted by the cultural wars, are looking to reach across the divides, exactly as others double-down on the divide.  Shaharit has uniquely identified this moment, and is positioned to respond strategically – with a set of ideas, a web of multi-voiced leadership, and a large-scale network of on-the-ground activists advocating for a future that works for all of us.   Our world is in crisis.  The time to act is now. 


APPENDIX: 
WILL A POLITICAL PARTY EMERGE? 

Shaharit sees its mission as creating a political space for a radical Center.  This involves encouraging centrifugal movement towards the center in the political map, one which can draw political parties towards the center, but also create the conditions for the emergence of new political initiatives.
Democratic politics are historically built on three floors:  a set of ideas that form the frame of political movements; large-scale citizen engagement and activity, and finally, political candidates and elected representatives.  These candidates are traditionally representative of movements that gives it life and viability.  In campaigns, candidates emerge from the movements and their ideas that give them legitimacy and vitality. Part of our democratic crisis is the abandonment of a democratic culture in favor of a political class that is at best in search of a constituency; rather than a constituency from which emerges a political class.  Our politics is largely personality-driven, disconnected from deep roots in people’s lives and experience.  There are of course social and cultural reasons for this. We can’t go back, but we need to reconnect our politics with citizens wherever they are found.  Our present politics is top-down and has lost its bottom-up legitimacy.
[image: ]
Since 1977, the overwhelming strategy for political change in Israel has been the birth of often ephemeral new political parties at the center of the political map.  The stunning 1977 victory of Likud partnered with the swing votes of Yigal Yadin’s Dash Party – The Democratic Movement for Change.  Frustrated by the intransigence of the Likud and the increasing irrelevance of Labor, Ariel Sharon formed Kadima – winning the premiership, this time from a center.  Kachol Lavan can be seen within that tradition, as well.  Smaller parties also played to the center and often had outsized influence in coalition politics – David Levy’s Gesher Party, Avigdor Kahalani’s The Third Way, Yitzhak Mordecai’s Merkaz, Kahlon’s Kulanu.  Their ephemeral nature shows their lack of roots and vision.  Their consistent resurgence shows their lasting appeal.  New political parties are not going to go away.  They are a central part of the Israeli political system.
So why are they ephemeral?  For three, mutually connected reasons.  The first, is that they are not political parties, but rather alliances that come together for instrumental, short-term needs, and then just as quickly disintegrate, only to reemerge in a different configuration.  They have no roots in the community.  No branches with local institutions and local activities and a local politics.  Their activists are more often than not aspiring party apparatchiks, not a grassroots movement deeply connected to the places that they live and wide circles of people with which they are connected.  For a political movement to have staying power, it needs roots.  Without them, politics perishes.  Social media campaigning cannot take the place of human relationships and commitments.
Real grassroots of a center party are there, waiting for a political home.  Shaharit has mapped and nurtured dozens of local initiatives, many of them involved in local politics, whose DNA is about reaching across the divides, and creating common cause.  Many of them have turned into political parties and won local elections, and with national support, there exists already now a political base for a vibrant central party, if only there were the resources and the leadership to nurture them.  They can be found particularly in the Israeli middle class – in Ashdod and Yavneh, Gedera and Netanya and Rosh HaAyin, Rishon L’Tzion and Holon and Bat Yam, Beer Sheva to the South and Hadera to the north – exactly the places where Israeli elections are decided.  They are ripe for a national political home.  Many affiliated with Kulanu in the first elections of 2020, but were alienated by the lack of political vision and commitment to giving the grassroots a true seat at the table.  Building a vibrant and cohesive center must be built on a commitment to an engaged democratic politics. 
The second necessary condition is having attractive candidates that embody the ethos of a centrist party.  Without it, given Israel’s current political culture, a centrist party cannot breakthrough.  Kachol Lavan understood correctly the importance of a powerful leadership with public stature.  It failed in ultimately positioning itself as a centrist party with deep roots in the sociology that it needed to win over – it moved the left to the center, but not the right to meet them.  To bring a shift from both sides of the political map, it needs a leadership that was once embodied by Menachem Begin - a gut identification with the ethno-religious core of Israel and its socio-economic interests, while holding onto core liberal democratic values.   People like Former Chiefs of Staff Gabi Ashkenazi, or Gadi Eizenkot, with local leadership like Mayor Aliza Bloch from Bet Shemesh or Tal Ohana from Yerucham, and a larger web of leadership on a local and national level: an attractive leadership that can cross the sociological divides.
And third, there must be a set of fresh ideas, new frames with their policy implications.  There needs to be a rationale, a reason for new political formulations.  Ideas and civic engagement are linked – just as the political class disconnected from a wider base of activity and support, ideas also have disconnected into largely the ivory tower of the academia.  The power of ideas for a centrist movement is always pragmatic and embedded, rooted and emerging from the complicated experience and reality of lived lives.
If these pieces are in place, change can take place in a surprisingly short period of time.  Shaharit is creating the necessary conditions for political movement – gravitational pull towards a political center, creating coalitions that can cross the political divides, and the possibilities for also a political party to emerge.
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