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Abstract 

Why do nationalizing states, committed to preferential treatment of the dominant nation 

within the state, vary in their treatment of ethnic minorities? Why do some nationalizing states 

choose to simultaneously provide a certain degree of accommodation to their ethnic minorities in 

some realms while excluding them from others? Under which conditions will these states decide 

to shift their policy, and why? The fact that ethnic minorities experience inconsistent state 

treatment across time and policy issues warrants a theoretical explanation. Presently, we know 

comparatively little about the drivers of policy change in nationalizing states, and the reasons 

behind the adoption of inconsistent policies, especially where they are detrimental to the 

objectives of the nationalizing political elites. 

This dissertation develops a theoretical framework to explain diachronic and across 

policy variation toward minorities in states committed to a nationalizing agenda. The main 

argument of this dissertation is that fragmentation of political authority can lead to varying 

policy outcomes toward ethnic minorities in nationalizing states. At high levels of political 

authority that is concentrated in the executive branch, elected officials adopt policies in 

accordance with their political preferences and have the oversight capacity to determine adequate 

policy outcomes. In this case, nationalist governments are likely to adopt exclusionary policies, 

and minority-friendly ones, more accommodating policies. When political authority is 

fragmented, additional actors become endowed with policymaking authority. Fragmentation 

resulting from delegation of authority to the bureaucracy creates opportunities for entrepreneurial 

and savvy bureaucrats to initiate policy diversion from the status quo policy on minority issues. 

The extent to which bureaucrats are entrepreneurial and the particular characteristics of their 

policymaking behaviour explain why nationalizing states, at times, employ incoherent and 

inconsistent policies in relation to their minorities, especially in the absence of alternation of the 

governing incumbents. 

A process-tracing analysis of the policy process in Israel and Estonia toward the 

Palestinian Arab and Russian-speaking minorities, respectively, is used to develop the theoretical 

framework of this dissertation. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The 20th century saw the emergence of many new nation-states following the end 

of colonial rule, and the collapse of the Soviet Union (Haklai, 2015; Migdal, 2009). 

These newly independent states often pursued nationalizing policies with respect to their 

ethnically, religiously and linguistically diverse populations, seeking to institutionalize 

preferential treatment of the dominant nation and its access to resources and positions of 

power. Importantly, ethnic minorities in nationalizing states are often transborder 

minorities that share cultural, linguistic or other ties with a nearby kin-state. The political 

contestation over power, resources, and symbols in a nationalizing state is, consequently, 

a result of the interplay between a host-state, a kin-state, and a shared ethnic minority 

residing in the former (Brubaker, 1996). Sri Lanka, Turkey, Israel, and Latvia are 

examples of states that fall into this pattern.  

Intriguingly, some states have adopted different, even diametrically opposite 

policies toward ethnic minorities—banishing them from one sphere but recognizing and 

accommodating them as a distinct ethnic group in another (Agarin, 2010; Peleg & 

Waxman, 2011). Israel is an excellent example of a state that employs relatively 

inclusionary policies towards the Palestinian Arab citizens in the sphere of education 

while simultaneously discriminating against them in the allocation of land resources. 

Israel’s inconsistent policies regarding its ethnic minority are puzzling given the official 

and practical institutionalization of the privileged status of Jews in most life spheres.   
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While the objectives of nationalizing states to cater to the interests of the 

dominant national group have remained relatively stable over time, their policies toward 

ethnic minorities have varied significantly. A case in point is Turkey’s treatment of the 

Kurdish language over the past thirty years. Initially outlawing the use of the Kurdish 

language, Turkey later introduced it in schools and universities and allowed for increased 

use of Kurdish in the media and public correspondence in minority-dominated areas. In 

2015, Turkey once again banned the use of Kurdish in the public sphere. Across these 

changes towards the Kurdish minority, Turkey remained committed to guaranteeing the 

interests of the Turkish nation, or what Mylonas has referred to as a “homogenizing 

imperative” (Mylonas 2012, p.24). These policy changes over time are puzzling because 

the overarching nationalizing project did not change correspondingly.  

These examples raise theoretically important questions: What explains the 

variation in nationalizing states’ treatment of ethnic minorities? Why do some 

nationalizing states choose to simultaneously provide a certain degree of accommodation 

to their ethnic minorities in some realms while excluding them from others? Under which 

conditions will these states decide to shift their policy over time, and why? 

The voluminous scholarships on nationalism and ethnic conflict provide 

compelling explanations for state treatment of ethnic minorities. We currently know quite 

a lot about nation-building policies, their objectives, limitations and effects on ethnic 

minorities (Aktürk, 2012; Brubaker, 1996; Horowitz, 2000; Laitin, 1998; Mylonas, 

2012). However, we know much less about the conditions that lead states to adopt 

different and inconsistent policies toward the same ethnic minority, or why states 

committed to nationalizing objectives will change their policies over time, all else equal. 
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Consequently, we lack an empirically grounded theory for the occurrence of diachronic 

variation and across policy domains. 

My research draws on nationalism studies in comparative politics and principal-

agent scholarship in public administration to explain the occurrence of diachronic and 

across policy variation in nationalizing states on minority issues. My interdisciplinary 

framework helps explain why policy shifts on minority issues occur in regimes 

committed to the nationalizing agenda and why even nationalist governments have at 

times adopted policies of minority accommodation.  

The argument, in a nutshell, is that fragmentation of political authority leads to 

varying policy outcomes toward ethnic minorities in nationalizing states, all else being 

equal. When the government concentrates political authority over the policy process, 

elected officials unilaterally adopt state policies and possess the oversight capacity to 

determine preferred policy outcomes. Under these conditions, governments are most 

likely to adopt policies toward ethnic minorities in accordance with their political 

preferences. Specifically, nationalist governments are likely to adopt exclusionary 

policies, and minority-friendly ones are likely to adopt more accommodating ones. In 

either case, the concentration of political authority over the policy process increases 

policy stability, making the policy change contingent on alternation in power of the 

incumbents.  

However, when political authority over the policy process is fragmented, 

additional actors can become endowed with policymaking authority. Fragmentation 

resulting from delegation of authority to the bureaucracy creates opportunities for 
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entrepreneurial and savvy bureaucrats to initiate a policy that diverges from policy 

preferred by political elites on minority issues. Leveraging their skills, expertise, and 

asymmetry in information, non-elected officials can seek to increase their autonomy in 

determining policy outcomes, which can shift trajectories of official government policies 

and establish long-term patterns of state treatment of ethnic minorities. This bureaucratic 

initiative explains why nationalizing states, at times, employ incoherent and inconsistent 

approaches to minority treatment, particularly where this inconsistency takes place in the 

absence of alternation in power.  

In what follows, I define nationalizing states, and justify the utility of studying 

minority treatment in these states. I then make a case for classifying Estonia and Israel as 

nationalizing states and describe the Russian-speaking and Palestinian Arab minorities 

within them. I conclude with an outline of the structure of the dissertation. 

 

What is a Nationalizing State 

Scholars of nationalism and nation-building projects have proposed various 

theoretical concepts to capture ethnically defined states that guarantee a privileged status 

and access to state resources to the members of their ethnonational group. The most 

prominent concepts include: "ethnic democracy", "ethnocracy", and "ethnic constitutional 

order” (Ghanem, 2001; Peled, 1992; Rouhana, 1997; Shafir & Peled, 2002; Smooha, 

1990; 1993; Yiftachel, 2006). Essentially, these concepts are used to compare and weigh 

the ethnic features and democratic performance of nation-states to evaluate which one 

prevails. The correct balance between the ethnic and democratic features of these states is 
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at the core of the conceptual disagreements between scholars, leading them to classify the 

same political entities under different theoretical labels. This conceptual debate stemmed 

from disagreements among scholars over the categorization of the State of Israel. While 

some scholars have classified it as an ethnic democracy, a polity that meets sufficient 

democratic principles and procedures to qualify it as a type of democracy (Peled, 1992; 

Smooha, 1990), others have argued it is an ethnocracy, a polity in which the ethnic 

features prevail over the democratic ones (Yiftachel, 2006). 

The term “nationalizing state,” by contrast, does not aim to classify nation-states 

on the regime dimension. Instead, it seeks to capture a category of states that are 

“conceived by their dominant elites as the states of and for particular nations, yet as 

‘incomplete’ or ‘unrealized’ nation-states, as insufficiently ‘national’ in a variety of 

senses” (Brubaker, 1996, p. 412). Their incompleteness or weakness in a cultural, 

demographic, economic, or some other sense is said to be a result of past injustices the 

nation had endured prior to the establishment of a sovereign state (Brubaker, 1996, p.5). 

To remedy these historical injustices, the ruling elites utilize the state apparatus and its 

laws to strengthen the status and privileges of the dominant nation within its nation-state. 

This conceptualization of the dominant nation as insufficiently “national” or weak 

is construed against the demographic reality of ethnic heterogeneity of the population. 

The sociological boundaries of the nation do not include the entire population residing in 

the state, but rather only members of the state-owning nation defined in exclusive 

cultural, linguistic, or other terms. Importantly, ethnic minorities that are excluded from 

the national boundaries of the state are transborder minorities that belong to a nearby kin-

state. In fact, the concept of a “nationalizing state” was developed specifically for this 
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context where the political contestation over power, resources, and symbols is a result of 

the interplay between a host-state, a kin-state, and a shared ethnic minority residing in the 

former (Brubaker, 1996).  

The analytical utility of this concept for the study of minority treatment in 

ethnically diverse nation-states is twofold. First, it captures the processual nature of the 

nation-building project intended to empower the core nation and make the state 

“sufficiently” national (Brubaker, 2011). Because the existence of transborder ethnic 

groups is an inherent feature of nationalizing states, the boundaries of the national 

community are drawn in relation to these excluded minorities. Consequently, 

nationalizing states do not seek to achieve concrete and measurable goals, that once 

realized, would abandon the nation-building project. To paraphrase Lustick, nation-

building does not imply that once “built,” a nation is “finished” and can be observed in 

operation as an intact, completed entity (Lustick, 1993, p.4).1 This conceptualization of 

the nation-building project as a continuous project is useful in exploring how these states 

treat their ethnic minorities over time.  

Second, the state itself is not simply a neutral arena within which different 

political actors compete over the power to constitute social relations, shape policies 

toward ethnic minorities, and (re)define the boundaries of the national community. 

Rather, the nationalizing state itself is a political actor that can have a separate political, 

social, or economic agenda from the dominant political elites that capture it.   

 

 

1 Of course, Lustick (1993) was talking about the state-building process. 
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Why Study Minority Treatment in Nationalizing States? 

Understanding why and how nationalizing states treat their ethnic minorities is 

essential for theoretical and empirical reasons. Theoretically, addressing this question 

contributes to our understanding of diversity regulation in nationalizing states. Existing 

scholarship has tended to overdetermine the propensity of nationalizing states to employ 

exclusionary policies toward ethnic minorities across different policy areas, and 

simultaneously undertheorize the possibility of policy changes across time. To 

understand why nationalizing states employ diverse, contradicting, and theoretically 

incoherent policies toward their ethnic minorities, we need to look beyond ethnic 

categories, the exclusionary definition of the national community and the preferences of 

nationalist elites in the distribution of resources. These alone cannot account for the 

variation in state policies. The examination of the domestic actors engaged in the policy 

process, their preference and the institutional configurations within which they operate 

can be more useful in understanding variation in policies and the possibility for policy 

change over time.  

Real-life events provide additional reasons for addressing the question of why and 

how nationalizing states regulate ethnic diversity. First, the institutionalization of 

asymmetry in power relations between ethnic groups within the state “is an unsettling 

notion for those settled populations who are not [state] owners” (Laitin, 1998, p.105). 

And while nationalizing states share the characteristics of having transborder ethnic 

minorities, they significantly vary in the manner they treat their minorities. We need to 

have a better understanding of the implications of this asymmetry for the ethnic 

minorities that fall outside of the sociological boundaries of the state-owning nation. 
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Furthermore, we need to develop a better theoretical understanding of the factors that 

lead to “good practices” in policymaking towards ethnic minorities and their 

accommodation, even under reluctant governments. 

Second, because policymaking on minority issues in these states involves 

complex interactions between a state-owning nation and a transborder ethnic group that 

shares cultural, linguistic or other ties with a nearby-kin-state, minority discrimination 

can potentially escalate to ethnic conflict and even a transborder regional conflict. 

Empirically, these interdependent triads are not unique cases of otherwise commonplace 

nation-states regulating ethnic diversity of their population. Rather, these triads are 

ubiquitous in post-colonial and secessionist states. For instance, all fourteen post-Soviet 

states (excluding Russia) include Russian-speaking minorities that belong to the Russian 

kin-state. Former Yugoslavian states found themselves in a similar situation. Cases 

outside the post-Communist region include Turkey, Israel, Myanmar, and Sri Lanka.  

Finally, the pervasiveness of nationalist and populist movements calling for the 

protection of core “nations” from new (and old) ‘others,’ (Bieber, 2018), makes the study of 

minority treatment in nationalizing states even more pressing. Scholars and policymakers 

alike are attentive to the interplay between perceptions of national identity, boundaries of 

political membership, and minority rights. The most recent example is the resurgence in 

the scholarly debate on the effects of ethnic diversity on public goods provisions in 

nation-states (Cramsey & Wittenberg, 2016; Ejdemyr, Kramon & Robinson, 2018; Lee, 

2018; Singh & von Hau, 2016; Tajima, Samphantharak & Ostwald , 2018; Wimmer, 

2016). This renewed attention is a welcome development, yet we still know little about 

the driving forces of policy change in nationalizing states, and the reason behind the 
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adoption of inconsistent policies, especially where they are detrimental to the objectives 

of the nationalizing political elites. 

 

Estonia and Israel as Nationalizing States 

This dissertation examined the policymaking process toward ethnic minorities in 

two nationalizing states: Estonia and Israel. Below, I review the characteristics of these 

states that allow them to be classified as nationalizing states and describe the ethnic 

minorities within them.    

The Republic of Estonia 

Estonia regained independence in 1991 after 50 years of Soviet rule. The first 

parliamentary and presidential elections were held in the fall of 1992, and a right-wing 

coalition of nationalist political elites assumed power. As a result, 99% of the seats in the 

Riigikogu (Estonian Parliament) were held by ethnic Estonians (Järve & Wellmann, 

1998). After gaining the upper hand in the first elections, the nationalist parties took 

control of the state institutions and set Estonia on a path to create a state that would 

reflect the aspirations of the core nation in the newly established nation-state.  

The nationalist coalition advanced a discourse focused on the potential extinction 

of the Estonian nation as a result of the repression, mass deportations, resettlement and 

immigration, and Russification policies pursued by the Soviet regime (Agarin, 2013; 

Brubaker, 1992; Commercio, 2008; Schulze, 2010; Smith, 1996; Steen, 2006). The 

dramatic demographic changes Estonians experienced during the 50 years of Soviet rule 

led to a decline in the proportion of ethnic Estonians in the overall population from 90% 

in 1939 to 61% in 1989 (Brubaker, 1992). 
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It is against this background that the nationalist elites adopted a restorationist 

approach to nation-building, pointing to a historical period of Estonian independence that 

needed to be restored. The 20-year period of state sovereignty between 1920 and 1940 

was the “usable past” these elites adopted as a guiding principle (Linz & Stepan, 1996), 

the primary objective of which was to restore ethnic homogeneity in Estonia. 

The Constitution of Estonia served as the legal anchor for nationalizing policies. 

Its preamble states that the Estonian nation is the legitimate owner of the state and the 

source of its sovereignty (The Constitution of the Republic of Estonia, pmbl). The 

constitution vests the state with the responsibility to preserve the Estonian people, 

language, and culture in the Estonian nation-state, which “…embodies the 

inextinguishable right of the people of Estonia to national self-determination” (The 

Constitution of the Republic of Estonia, pmbl). Thus, Estonia became an ethnically-

defined state of ethnic Estonians (Barrington, 1995a, p.134) with the role of protecting 

the freedom of the Estonian nation in its putative homeland (Smith, 1996, p. 201). The 

Estonian language, which, according to some, is the principal attribute of the Estonian 

national identity (Vetik, 2002, p.72), was endowed with an elevated status of the state’s 

only official language. This institutionalization of the Estonian national identity 

addressed Estonians’ fear of national and linguistic extinction and empowered the 

dominant nation in its newly regained homeland (Linz & Stepan, 1996; Schulze, 2014).  

In addition to taking these legal and symbolic measures, the government also 

institutionalized a privileged position for ethnic Estonians’ access to state resources and 

centres of power. It reversed the previously advantageous position in the political, 

administrative, educational, and other spheres that Russians enjoyed during Soviet rule 
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(Aasland & Fløtten, 2001; Commercio, 2008; Linz & Stepan, 1996; Schulze, 2010, 2014; 

Vetik, 2002). To this end, Estonia adopted an exclusionary citizenship policy that 

privileged members of the core nation over the purportedly threatening Russian speakers 

who had arrived in Estonia during the Soviet era. Thus, citizenship was granted to co-

ethnics, but not to the majority of Russian speakers, who were thereby excluded from 

membership in the political community (Agarin, 2010; Smith, 1996). As a result, this 

minority’s ability to influence Estonia’s outlook and policies was severely limited 

(Schulze, 2010). Further, most Russian speakers were banned from positions of power in 

state institutions, a step that the government argued was taken to reclaim power and 

weaken the alleged agents of Sovietization (Smith, 1996).  

The strategy of designating Russian speakers as aliens became the cornerstone of 

the nationalizing Estonian state’s actions and policies toward the minority during its first 

decade of independence (Laitin, 1998; Semjonov, 2002).2 For example, the ethnic 

Estonian elites strategically used the terms “Russian” and “Soviet” interchangeably to 

strengthen the image of Russian speakers as the “colonizing others” and an obstacle to 

Estonian self-determination (Smith, 1996, p.204). Rein Taagapera, a political scientist 

and presidential candidate in the 1992 elections, expressed this perception succinctly, 

stating that the suffering Estonians endured during Soviet rule was “…done to Estonians 

by Russians, not by some faceless ‘Soviets’—unless one was also willing to claim that 

the Jewish Holocaust was Nazi and hence not German” (Taagepera, 1993, p. 218). 

 

2 The discussion below will examine other political elites’ views on Russian speakers’ place in independent 

Estonia. While some advocated for a more liberal approach to state definition and political membership, 

their loss in the first parliamentary elections weakened their ability to shape Estonia’s state character and 

foundational documents.  
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Overall, the nationalist elites institutionalized the ethnonational majority’s 

privileges and dominance over other ethnic groups in the state, primarily in the political, 

economic, cultural, linguistic, and demographic domains (Barrington, 1999; Brubaker, 

1996; Laitin, 1998; Schulze, 2010, 2014; Smith, 1996). As a result, the Russian-speaking 

minority became a marginalized community that fell outside the sociological boundaries 

of the state-owning nation (Barrington, 1995b; Brubaker, 1996; Schulze, 2010, 2014). 

Hence, this approach to nation-building qualifies Estonia as a nationalizing state. 

Still, in contrast to the image presented in existing scholarship on nationalizing 

states, Estonia did not employ a unified and coherent policy of exclusion toward the 

Russian-speaking minority, but a broad and diverse range of policies instead. Alongside 

exclusionary citizenship policy, Estonia’s governments in the early 1990s granted certain 

collective rights to the Russian-speaking minority in several spheres, including the right 

to continue education in their mother tongue and partial autonomy in governing their 

schools. Similarly, they were granted a comprehensive accommodation in the cultural 

sphere (Smith, 1996). This inconsistency is the puzzle at the centre of Chapters 5 and 6 

that examine Estonia’s citizenship and education policies, respectively. 

 

The State of Israel 

The State of Israel was created on 14 May 1948, when leaders of the Zionist 

movement (the Jewish national movement) that facilitated state formation established 

themselves as the newly formed state’s ruling elite. Under David Ben Gurion’s 

leadership, this political elite embedded Jewish ethnonational markers within the state 
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definition, state symbols, and official state ideology (Ghanem 2001; Haklai 2011; Peleg 

& Waxman, 2011).  

Its official name, the State of Israel, defines the state in ethnonational terms after 

the children of Israel in the ancestral Land of Israel. Similarly, the statutory holidays and 

days of rest are those of Judaism; the national flag depicts two blue lines that symbolize 

the Jewish prayer shawl with the Star of David in the center, which epitomizes the Jewish 

identity; and the national emblem, a seven-branched Menorah, is associated with the First 

and Second Jewish Temples in Jerusalem (Dowty, 2001; Kretzmer, 1990; Rouhana, 

1997). Israel’s Declaration of Independence anchors the right of the Jewish people to 

national self-determination: “…to be masters of their own fate, like all other nations, in 

their own sovereign State” (The Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel, 

1948). Finally, the Law of Return extends rights to Jews outside the state’s territorial 

boundaries to immigrate to Israel and acquire Israeli citizenship (Jamal, 2007). This law 

is premised on the principle that Jews are the nation that owns the state irrespectively of 

where they are born or live. Therefore, they have an inherent right to move to Israel and 

become citizens.  

Through these laws and symbols, the dominant group’s national identity is 

imposed on the state and its institutions, thereby demarcating the boundary between the 

state-owning majority, the Jewish community, and the non-Jews within it (Ghanem, 

2001; Haklai, 2011). Accordingly, Israel is a state of and for Jews (Kimmerling & 

Migdal, 2003; Smooha, 1990). The Palestinian Arab minority is excluded from the 

Jewish nation’s ethnocultural boundaries and is, therefore, marginalized by the state 

(Haklai, 2011; Robinson, 2013). Israeli governments have consistently thwarted any 
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attempt to redefine the state’s character or extend the nation’s boundaries to include its 

non-Jewish citizens. Similarly, assimilating the Arab population into Jewish society, as 

another potential tool with which to forge a homogenous nation, has never been 

considered as a serious option (Jabareen, 2006; Jamal, 2007). 

In addition to the state’s definition as a Jewish national homeland, Israel adopted 

Zionism as its official ideology, which has shaped its economic, political, demographic, 

and security policies (Peleg & Waxman, 2011). Pre-state Jewish nation-building 

institutions, such as the Jewish National Fund and the Jewish Agency, were incorporated 

into the bureaucratic state bodies or were granted the special legal status of quasi-state 

bodies, all the while remaining committed to their ideology of promoting the interests of 

the Jewish nation alone (Kretzmer, 1990). This lack of state autonomy from the Jewish 

national movement and its ideology (Haklai, 2011) has manifested in a state commitment 

to advance the interests of Jews first and foremost, rather than all citizens of Israel 

(Ghanem 2001; Peleg & Waxman, 2011). Further, members of the Jewish community 

have occupied senior positions of power in Israel consistently, including all Israeli Prime 

Ministers and cabinet members (with only a small number of exceptions), the majority of 

Israeli Knesset members (Israeli Parliament), and senior bureaucracy officials (Haklai, 

2011; Pedahzur, 2012; Smooha, 1993). 

The adoption of Zionism as the official ideology also meant that the State of Israel 

advanced core Zionist principles intended to solve the statelessness of Jews scattered in 

the diaspora, protect them from antisemitism, and make them a complete nation with its 

sovereign nation-state (Kedar & Yiftachnel, 2006). These principles include the 

“ingathering of the exiles” and “land redemption,” driven by the premise that the land in 
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Israel’s territory belongs to the Jewish people (Lustick, 1980; Yiftachel, 2002). Because 

of these combined characteristics, Israel is characterized as a nationalizing state.  

At the same time, and in contrast to theoretical expectations in the scholarship 

on nationalizing states, Israel has not employed a unified and coherent policy of 

exclusion toward the Palestinian Arab minority, but a variety of methods  including 

control, co-optation, discriminatory policies and neglect, as well as accommodation and 

affirmative action (Ghanem, 2001, 2010; Harel-Shalev, 2010; Jabareen, 2006; Lustick, 

1980; Rekhess, 2014; Reiter, 2009; Saban, 2002).  

To briefly demonstrate the incoherent approach, consider the following 

inconsistency. On the one hand, the regional Arab-Israeli conflict led the state to treat the 

Palestinian Arab citizens with suspicion, as a threat to the Jewish state’s survival. To 

address this threat, Israel enacted a military government over Arab-inhabited areas until 

1966 and pursued the aforementioned Zionist objectives in the sphere of land (Harel-

Shalev, 2010; Lustick, 1980; Peleg & Waxman, 2011; Yiftachel, 1999). Further 

discrimination against the minority and limitation of rights that are guaranteed by law to 

all citizens were experienced in other spheres (Frisch, 2011; Reiter, 2009; Smooha, 

1990). 

On the other hand, Palestinian Arab residents who remained in Israel after the 

1948 war were naturalized and entitled to political and social rights, including the right to 

vote and run for office, and receive healthcare and welfare services (Peleg & Waxman, 

2011). The minority has also enjoyed some collective rights in the area of religion since 

the early days of independence, as each religious community recognized in Israel is 

entitled to manage its adherents’ religious life (Rouhana, 1997). Thus, Jews, Muslims, 
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Christians, Druze, and Circassians have their own state-funded religious institutions. 

Finally, Palestinian Arabs are entitled to certain collective rights in the realms of 

language and education. Following independence, the Arabic language was recognized as 

a second official language in Israel, in addition to Hebrew, and the education system 

instituted a separate public system of minority education in the Arabic language 

(Rekhess, 2008a; Saban, 2002). 

 

Ethnic Minorities in Estonia and Israel 

The Russian-speaking and the Palestinian Arab minorities form a 

demographically significant minority in Estonia and Israel, respectively. They also are 

transborder communities that, to some extent, share a national identity with nearby kin-

states. This section provides a brief context for situating these minorities within their 

nationalizing states. 

 

The Russian-speaking Minority in Estonia 

Estonia experienced two prolonged periods of Russian occupation, which entailed 

mass Russification campaigns, first under the Russian empire in the 19th and early 20th 

centuries, and then under the Soviet regime from 1940 to 1991 (Laitin, 1998). During the 

latter period, a massive number of Russian speakers immigrated to Estonia through an 

organized labour recruitment and relocation program the central government in Moscow 

mandated. As a result of this last wave, the Estonian population’s demographics changed 

dramatically—from just under 10% of non-ethnic Estonians in 1939 to 30% by 1989 

(Population and Housing Census, 2012).  
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The term “Russian speakers in Estonia” is somewhat awkward, and yet, it is the 

best-suited term to capture this community’s heterogeneous composition, which includes 

ethnic Russians, Belarussians, Ukrainians, and other smaller nationalities (Barrington, 

1995b; Laitin, 1998). The community’s diversity and its weak collective identity during 

Estonia’s transition period have led scholars to question the usefulness of categorizing 

and studying it as a unified group with shared interests (Laitin, 1998; Linz & Stepan, 

1996; Smith, 1996).  

While it is important to acknowledge that this community does not constitute a 

homogenous, clearly-defined group (Cheskin & Kachuyevski, 2019), there are merits to 

studying state policies that pertain to them collectively. First, in the early 1990s, ethnic 

Russians composed the second largest ethnic group in Estonia (30.3%), followed by 

Ukrainians (3.1%), and Belarussians (1.7%) (Park, 1994, p. 71). By comparison, ethnic 

Estonians constituted 60% of the population at the time. These demographics indicate 

that while the Russian-speaking community was indeed composed of a variety of ethnic 

and national communities, the overwhelming majority was of ethnic Russian descent. 

Second, the nationalist elites themselves did not differentiate between the different 

communities and instead treated them as a single category. The community as a whole 

was framed and addressed as immigrants, illegal residents, and occupants—labels that 

nationalist elites used to justify minority’s exclusion from membership in the political 

community (Laitin, 1998; Linz & Stepan, 1996; Smith, 1996). Finally, members of these 

communities experienced similar effects from state policies, including political 

disenfranchisement (Barrington, 1995b; Brubaker, 1992; Linz & Stepan, 1996); social 

marginalization attributable to the rapid introduction of Estonian monolingualism in the 
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public sphere (Agarin, 2010); and a major employment crisis and downward mobility as a 

result of state policies that favoured the ethnic majority (Kulu & Tammaru, 2004). These 

shared experiences have led to the emergence of a new collective identity of Russian 

speakers—a distinct community centred around the linguistic categorization of its 

members as Russian speakers who perceive themselves as fundamentally different from 

“Russians in Russia” (Cheskin, 2015; Cheskin & Kachuyevski, 2019; Cianetti, 2014; 

Laitin, 1998; Vihalemm, Juzefovičs, & Leppik, 2019). 

 

The Palestinian Arab Citizens of Israel 

In 1948, Israel proclaimed independence leading to the immediate outbreak of a 

war against a coalition of neighbouring Arab states. By the end of the war in 1949, 

750,000 of the 900,000 Arabs that resided on the territory that became the State of Israel 

fled or were expelled from their homes (Morris, 2011). Among the refugees that fled 

were the leading political and cultural figures in Palestinian society, and the urban 

professional class, whose departure left the Palestinian community in Israel 

predominantly agrarian, rural, illiterate, and leaderless (Ghanem, 2001; Haklai, 2011; 

Kimmerling & Migdal, 2003). 

Differentiated by religion, language, occupation, and settlement type, Jews and 

Arabs in the newly-established state formed two largely separate communities. The 

former settled in predominantly urban centres, worked in the industrial sector, and 

practiced Judaism, while the latter lived mostly in rural areas, worked in the agricultural 

sector, and ascribed to Islam or Christianity (Peleg & Waxman, 2011). Rare 

intermarriages, infrequent cross-communal friendships and social networks, and the 
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separate education systems for Jewish and Palestinian Arab children, have also 

contributed to this segregation (Kimmerling & Migdal, 2003; Peleg & Waxman, 2011). 

Consequently, the Palestinian Arab community has remained marginal in Israel (El-Taji 

Daghash, 2013; Ghanem, 2010; Haklai, 2011).  

At the end of 2019, there were 1,916,000 Palestinian Arabs in Israel, who 

constituted 21% of the total population (Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, 2019). Over 

three-quarters of the minority is dispersed in four areas: 41.65% in the northern district 

(mostly in the Galilee area), 19.25% in the Jerusalem district, 14.18% in the southern 

district, and 14.13% in the Haifa district (Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, 2019). This 

includes approximately 325,000 Palestinian Arab permanent residents of East Jerusalem 

without Israeli citizenship (Ramon, 2018). Finally, about 300,000 Palestinian Arabs 

reside in the “Little Triangle,” an area that lies within the territories of the Haifa and 

Centre districts, bordering the West Bank (Pipes, 2020). 

The Palestinian Arabs do not constitute a single, homogenous group, as they are 

composed of several religious sub-groups (Muslims, Christians, Druze, Circassians, and 

others), differentiated by settlement type and region. While recognizing that they are not 

a homogenous group, taken together, they constitute the ultimate “other” in the 

nationalizing Jewish state. As such, they are treated as a single group in the analysis that 

follows. Indeed, oftentimes, they are referred to in popular discourse and demographic 

analyses as the “non-Jewish” population of Israel (Pew Research Center, 2015). 

However, where appropriate, different sub-groups will be distinguished based on 

differential government policies enacted toward them.  
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Finally, a terminological clarification of the name used to address the minority is 

in order. Various names have been used to refer to Israel’s Arab population, which often 

reflect one’s ideological position on Israel’s domestic and regional politics (Peleg & 

Waxman, 2011). The State of Israel typically refers to them as “Israeli Arabs,” according 

to their residence and citizenship status. At the same time, scholars employ the terms 

“Palestinian Arabs” or “Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel” (PAI), a self-ascribed term 

used by the members of this minority (Haklai, 2011). The name PAI captures the primary 

facets of this collective identity accurately—the identification of its members with the 

Palestinian people, characteristically Arab speakers, members of the Arab world, and 

citizens of the State of Israel. As the most accurate and analytically useful terminology, I 

employ the term PAI throughout the analysis in this dissertation. 

 

Structure of the Dissertation 

The structure of the dissertation is as follows. In Chapter Two, I survey the 

classical and contemporary scholarship on state treatment of ethnic minorities and discuss 

the shortcomings of existing explanations in answering my research question. Chapter 

Three presents my theoretical framework, explaining the occurrence of diachronic and 

across policy variations toward ethnic minorities. In Chapter Four, I specify the method 

and research design used in this dissertation. Specifically, I conduct a diachronic and 

across policy process-tracing analyses in Estonia and Israel to develop a theory on the 

policymaking process toward ethnic minorities in nationalizing states. 

I then turn to empirical evidence on variation in state treatment of ethnic 

minorities across time and policy issues. Chapters Five and Six examine the causes of 
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variation in Estonia’s policies toward the Russian-speaking minority in the spheres of 

citizenship and education, respectively. In Chapters Seven and Eight, I undertake a 

similar analysis of Israel’s policy process in relation to the Palestinian Arab minority in 

the spheres of land and education, respectively. The two pairs of empirical chapters 

demonstrate the causal mechanisms that link the fragmentation of political authority over 

the policy process to observed variation in policy outcomes. For the purposes of 

analytical clarity, both pairs of the country-focused chapters are introduced together, at 

the beginning of Chapters Five and Seven, and concluded in tandem at the end of 

Chapters Six and Eight.  

Chapter Nine is the final chapter of the dissertation. It discusses the practical and 

theoretical implications of the theoretical framework developed in this research.  
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Chapter 2 

Theories on State Treatment of Ethnic Minorities in Diverse Societies 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I review the most pertinent explanations of minority treatment in 

nationalizing states. In doing so, I demonstrate that existing explanations fail to address 

the complex reality of simultaneous exclusion and accommodation of ethnic minorities 

across policy areas and across time.  

The structure of this chapter is as follows. It opens with a brief review of the 

typology of policies that ethnically diverse states employ toward their ethnic minorities. 

The remainder of the chapter addresses the existing explanations of minority treatment in 

diverse states, first surveying theories focusing on internal factors, and then discussing 

the roles of external actors in developing and implementing policies regulating diversity.  

 

Strategies of Diversity Regulation 

The most economic categorization of nation-building policies includes three 

broad strategies: assimilation, accommodation, and exclusion (Mylonas, 2012; Peleg & 

Waxman, 2011). These three nation-building policies significantly vary in their 

objectives and methods employed towards ethnic minorities. Assimilative policies target 

ethnic minorities for the adoption of the national culture and practices of the dominant 

nation through various state policies in the spheres of language, education, culture, and 

others (Mylonas, 2012). By erasing group boundaries, assimilative policies seek to absorb 

ethnic minorities into the dominant nation and homogenize the population (Laitin, 1998; 
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McGarry o& O’Leary, 1993; Mylonas, 2012). In India, for example, the dominant 

position of Hinduism enabled the promotion of the assimilation of religious minorities 

(Singh, 2013). 

By contrast, exclusionary policies ignore, suppress or even seek to banish ethnic 

minorities from the nation-state or a particular part of it (McGarry & O’Leary, 1993; 

Mylonas, 2012; Peleg & Waxman, 2011). This objective can be achieved through the 

adoption of policies that empower the dominant nation without necessarily directly 

targeting ethnic minorities (although it could). The institutionalization of privileged status 

to the dominant nation within the state disadvantages ethnic minorities and makes them 

vulnerable vis-à-vis the state-owning group. Examples of political exclusion of ethnic 

minorities include restrictive citizenship laws, denial of the right to run for public office, 

or denial of the right to vote (Aasland & Fl⊘tten , 2001). Recognition of only one 

official language, religion, founding myth or other markers of collective identities in a 

diverse society leaves ethnic minorities outside the sociological boundaries of the state-

owning nation. Myanmar’s policies toward the Rohingya minority offers an extreme 

example of this policy type. For decades, Myanmar’s governments have denied this 

minority’s rights to education, employment, property ownership, and movement 

(Holiday, 2010). In 2016, the authorities further intensified their exclusionary measures 

toward this group and committed genocide over the fleeing Rohingya minority.  

Finally, accommodative policies reproduce ethnic differences between the groups 

by recognizing the minority as a distinct group and providing it with institutional 

mechanisms to support some extent of separate educational, cultural, religious or other 

aspects of their collective identity (McGarry & O’Leary, 1993; Mylonas, 2012). These 
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strategies can take the form of collective rights to establish cultural organizations and 

other institutions designed to protect minorities’ national heritages (Lapidus, 2002). They 

can provide minorities with the right to education in their languages, communication with 

local governments and courts in the minority language, and in general, the willingness to 

accommodate multiple processes of cultural reproduction (Csergő & Deegan-Krause, 

2011). They can also give ethnic minorities a voice in decision making processes by 

helping political parties representing ethnic minorities gain entrance into legislatures 

(Alonso & Ruiz-Rufino, 2007). It is important to note that despite official recognition and 

special status provided to an ethnic minority in some life spheres, accommodative 

policies may not eliminate institutional discrimination in other spheres (Mylonas, 2012). 

In general, accommodative policies seek to satisfy at least some of the interests of 

different ethnonational groups within the state through institutional arrangements (Peleg 

& Waxman, 2011, p.151). Belgium and Canada are textbook examples of this approach. 

A less obvious example is China’s past accommodation of its Muslim minority, which it 

currently represses. Specifically, between 1949 and 1957, China accommodated the 

Uyghur minority in Xinjiang through provisions for autonomous self-regulation of the 

Uyghur government in matters of economy, religion, culture and language (Han & 

Mylonas, 2014).  

In sum, both accommodative and exclusionary policies institutionalize ethnic 

differences between the dominant nation and the ethnic minority. By reinforcing the 

social boundaries between the groups, these policies produce national minorities. By 

contrast, assimilative policies seek to eliminate diversity by utilizing the state apparatus 

and laws to produce co-nationals (Mylonas, 2012). 
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Prevailing Theories on State Regulation of Ethnic Diversity 

Two central bodies of literature are pertinent to the study of state regulation of 

ethnic diversity in nationalizing states: nationalism scholarship and ethnic conflict 

studies. The former focuses on the origins of the national idea, self-determination and 

minority protections—crucial issues for the understanding of nation-building policies. 

The latter examines the causes of conflicts, their propensity for violence, the motivations 

of ethnic groups, and approaches to conflict management and resolution.  

The “usual suspects” identified and examined in both scholarships are the 

nationalizing state, its ethnic minority, and the kin-state to which the latter belongs 

(Brubaker, 1996; Csergő & Goldgeier, 2004; Haklai 2013; King & Melvin, 2000; 

Mylonas, 2012; Weiner, 1971). The most influential analytical framework binding these 

three together is Brubaker’s (1996) triadic nexus approach. Brubaker conceptualized the 

nationalizing state, the ethnic minority, and the kin-states as three antagonistic 

nationalisms, each one constituting a relational field to the other two (Brubaker, 1996).  

This analytical conceptualization of each actor as a field contested from within 

and (re)shaped by the other two fields is Brubaker’s major conceptual contribution to the 

study of nationalism. However, because the triadic nexus is a conceptual framework, it 

does not, and cannot, offer any predictions for the causal processes within each field 

separately, and the triad as a whole (Cheskin, 2015; Jenne, 2007; Pettai, 2006). 

Brubaker’s approach alone cannot predict the type of policies a nationalizing state will 

pursue under particular conditions, the way an ethnic minority will self-identify and 

whether it will mobilize against the state, the kind of strategies that a kin-state is likely to 



 

26 

 

pursue, or the results of their mutual influences (Cheskin, 2015; Jenne, 2007). Using this 

framework as the point of departure, scholars have worked to improve the explanatory 

power of Brubaker’s model by offering different causal mechanisms explaining state 

policies toward ethnic minorities, typically focusing on one dimension of the nexus 

(Batta, 2017; Cederman, Girandin, & Gleditsch, 2009; Commercio, 2010; Grigoryan, 

2015; Jenne, 2007; Kelly, 2004; King & Melvin, 2000; Mylonas, 2012; Schulze, 2010). 

In what follows, I review the most pertinent explanations for nation-building 

policies towards ethnic minorities in nationalizing states. For analytical clarity, the 

literature review is divided into two families of theories – the domestic-focused 

explanations and theories focusing on variables external to the nationalizing state. I first 

discuss the domestic explanations, including structural conditions, historical legacy, elite 

perceptions and their environment, and minority agency. I then review the scholarly 

works on exogenous variables to the nationalizing state, focusing on the influence of 

ethnic kin-states and regional organizations on the policymaking process within 

nationalizing states. 

 

Domestic-Focused Explanations 

Most commonly, domestic-focused explanations are state-centred, drawing on 

historical legacies, structural conditions, and minority characteristics. The key 

developments in the scholarship on historical legacy and institutional design emerged out 

of the research on Central and Eastern European countries as a result of the collapse of 

communist regimes (Beissinger 2002; Frye, 2010; Laitin 1998; Motyl 1997). In states 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17449057.2015.1052612
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that emerged as a result of the disintegration of former communist regimes, the titular 

ethnic elites purposefully disadvantaged ethnic minorities to solidify ethnic ownership of 

the state (Haklai, 2013). The logic of these explanations holds that the institutional legacy 

of the former political system and the status each group had held in it can explain the 

prospects for minority integration within them (Linz & Stepan, 1996, p.402). For 

example, the method of incorporation of the former Soviet republics and the treatment of 

the titular groups by the Soviet regime, ranging from restrictive in the Baltic states to 

relatively open in Ukraine, suggests a possible explanation as to why the former initially 

marginalized and discriminated against the Russian-speaking minority, whereas the latter 

accommodated this group (Laitin, 1998).  

Historical legacy and institutional design are important explanations that have 

immensely contributed to our understanding of the structural and historical conditions for 

the initial selection of policies towards ethnic minorities in new states. However, because 

these explanations focus on the initial selection of policies, they are insufficient to further 

our understanding of policy stability and change over time (Aktürk, 2012, p.11). 

Furthermore, these explanations do not provide analytical tools for distinguishing 

between transitional and terminal nation-building policies, states’ long-term intentions in 

developing these policies, and the implications of these policies for minority rights 

(Mylonas, 2015, p.745).  

Ethnic conflict researchers have also offered explanations based on past power-

relations between ethnic groups. In general terms, a reversal in power-relations between 

ethnic groups is expected to lead a previously marginalized, now-empowered group to 

adopt exclusionary policies against the once-dominant ethnic group (Horowitz, 2000; 
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Petersen, 2002). This expectation stems from the characterization of ethnic relations as 

inherently prone to conflict due to in-group favouritism and inter-group competition for 

group self-esteem and status (Horowitz, 2000). However, this theory, too, cannot explain 

policy change over time because it requires the occurrence of a structural change that 

removes institutional constraints supporting group power-relations, thereby producing an 

opportunity for action (Petersen, 2002). Because the hierarchy between ethnic groups in 

nationalizing states is stable, this approach can only explain the initial policy selection, 

but not its change following the passage of time.  

Other domestic-focused explanations use minority characteristics as predictors. 

These explanations suggest that states develop policies in consideration with minority 

features: their group size, territorial concentration, indigeneity, and transnationality 

(Buhaug, Cederman & Rød, 2008; Fearon & Laitin, 2003; Horowitz, 2000; Posner, 

2004). One recent example of an explanation along this line is Batta’s (2017) study on 

ethnic discrimination in post-secessionist states. This theory argues that there is a 

curvilinear relationship between an ethnic threat (domestic and international) and ethnic 

discrimination. According to this theory, the most likely targets for political exclusion are 

medium-sized ethnic minorities supported by their kin-state, too big to be ignored, yet not 

large and powerful enough to force state concessions and accommodation (Batta, 2017). 

This explanation is parsimonious, yet like other studies focusing on minority 

characteristics, it hinges upon relatively invariable characteristics of minorities that 

change rather slowly – their size and territorial concentration. In other words, without 

substantial variation in minority features in nationalizing states, these explanations cannot 
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offer predictions for the causes of policy change, their direction, or variation across 

policy areas. 

 

Elite-centric explanations 

Another strand of scholarship in the domestic family of theories focuses on 

political elites’ interest, agency, and mobilization strategies to explain the adoption or 

change of policies toward ethnic minorities (Aktürk, 2012; Cramsey & Wittenberg, 2016; 

Grigoryan, 2015; Schulze, 2017). A significant contribution in this line was made by 

Aktürk (2012), who argued that a break from previous policy regulating ethnicity would 

occur if new elites that are equipped with a new discourse on ethnicity come to power 

and succeed in institutionalizing their ethnic preferences (2012). Aktürk then proceeds to 

offer a typology of three ideal types of “regimes of ethnicity” that states can adopt based 

on the extent to which they restrict membership in the nation and the degree of legal, 

institutional, or public expression they allow to ethnic diversity in the state. These 

“regimes of ethnicity” fall into one of three categories: “monoethnic”—restrict the 

national boundaries to one ethnicity and only that category is allowed expression in the 

state; “antiethnic”—accept individuals from diverse ethnic backgrounds but prohibit any 

expression of ethnicity; and, “multiethnic”—both accept people from ethnically diverse 

backgrounds and allow, or even encourage, the legal or institutional expression of ethnic 

diversity (Aktürk, 2012, pp.5-6). 

In elite-level explanations, the different majority political actors can hold different 

preferences on minority issues and advance a corresponding discourse on state–minority 
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relations, even if their commitment to protect the dominant nation and represent its 

interest is strong. The shared assumption is that policy change can occur only as a result 

of an alternation of power between different elites so that the new elite supplants the 

other positions on minority issues and successfully utilizes the state apparatus to meet its 

objectives (Aktürk, 2012).   

This assumption exhibits two interrelated weaknesses. First, these and other elite-

level explanations exemplify a common analytical problem of conflating elite preferences 

with their policy choices and the outcomes of these policies (Brubaker, 2015; Jamal, 

2007; Migdal, 2004; Mylonas, 2015; Shevel, 2009). Migdal (2001) and Mylonas (2015) 

have accurately pointed out that the translation from one to another is at best imprecise. 

Elite-level explanations should not assume that elite intentions can be immediately 

observed through their policy choices or that policy outcomes are direct derivatives of 

elites’ preferences. To illustrate this point, Mylonas (2015) shows the different strategic 

goals Greece had sought to achieve through its accommodation of the Romanian and 

Muslim minorities at the beginning of the 20th century. Greece chose to accommodate 

Romanians because they belonged to an allied power whose support in the international 

arena it was hoping to secure. By contrast, its decision to accommodate the enemy-

backed Muslim minority was designed as a transitional policy with a long-term objective 

of minority assimilation (Mylonas, 2015, pp. 742-743).  

The second defect of elite-level explanations is their reference to the ruling elites 

and nationalizing state as interchangeable, ignoring the fact that the state cannot be 

reduced to mean the governing political elites alone (Migdal, 2001, p.115). The 

appearance of state-owning elites as possessing powerful resources and capacity to adopt 
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and implement their intended policies should not be taken at face value (Calu, 2018; 

Haklai, 2007; Migdal, 2004; Mylonas, 2012). Those who have grappled with this tension 

between the multiple political actors competing over the “power to set the rules guiding 

people’s behaviour” (Migdal, 2004) have observed that different constraints can restrict 

the scope of the possible actions that political elites can take. Elite preferences might be 

contingent on a variety of factors, such as public opinion, institutional constraints, 

government changes, or economic crises, and, therefore, can suddenly change (Jenne, 

2007, p.45). Shevel (2010) illustrates this point in the Ukraine, where political 

developments unrelated to ethnicity had a dramatic effect on ethnic policies (Shevel, 

2010, pp.161-162). Similarly, Haklai and Norwich (2016) have demonstrated the 

constraints imposed on political elites, often perceived as autonomous and powerful. 

Even when political elites were interested in including ethnic minorities in the governing 

coalition, inherited political traditions of minority exclusion fueled public opinion 

opposing such change, resulting in a missed opportunity for minority inclusion (Haklai & 

Norwich, 2016).  

State practices toward ethnic minorities can also be unintentional. For example, 

policy outcomes can be a side-effect of political contestation between the dominant 

ethnic group’s political representatives over the national identity of the state (Shevel, 

2009). Likewise, Haklai (2011) finds that institutional changes conducive to minority 

political activism can be a side effect of intra-majority contestation, unrelated to the 

ethnic minority itself. Overall, the struggles between different majority political actors 

can result in unexpected outcomes or inconsistent policies that rarely reflect the interest 

of each actor separately or their original intentions (Migdal, 2004; Shevel, 2009, 2010).  
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A central concept to the understanding of the constraints and contingencies 

imposed on political elites in developing policies towards ethnic minorities is “state 

capacity.” State capacity is the ability of states to develop and implement government 

policy using coercive and non-coercive means such as taxation, law enforcement, control 

through technology, language, and education (Guibernau, 2013; Wimmer, 2016). Elite 

preferences toward ethnic minorities are mediated through the capacity of the state 

apparatus to undertake preferred policies, determining the state practice toward ethnic 

minorities (Calu, 2018; Guibernau, 2013; Haklai, 2011; Mylonas, 2012; Wimmer, 2016). 

For example, Mylonas (2012) argued that nationalizing states may pursue 

accommodative policies even though their elites prefer to target minorities with 

assimilation simply because their capacity to employ assimilative strategies is weak. 

Drawing on the Israeli case, Haklai (2007) demonstrated that even in states 

conventionally perceived as having a strong apparatus, state capacity to enforce laws and 

implement political elites’ policy preferences might be hindered by state penetration by 

organized national groups.  

I argue that the varied elite preferences and state capacity to enforce these 

preferences help highlight two problematic expectations in the scholarship: (1) 

overdetermination of exclusionary policies toward ethnic minorities, and (2) mutually 

exclusive understanding of state policies, as either accommodative, exclusionary, or 

assimilative.  

The dominant explanations in the domestic-focused family of theories implicitly 

or explicitly assume that ethnic nation-states states will either exclude or seek to 

eliminate diversity (Brubaker, 1996; Brubaker & Laitin, 1998; Horowitz, 2000; Mann, 
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2004; Marx, 2002; Smith, 1998; Stein, 2000). This skew towards a general expectation of 

exclusion stems from the conceptualization of nationalizing states as coherent actors 

captured by majority elites, who utilize state apparatus as means to materialize the 

dominant nation’s interests. This perception leads to the conclusion that the dominant 

elites would not act against their interests by adopting accommodating policies toward 

ethnic minorities. Consequently, an exclusionary policy does better resonate with the 

dominant elite’s preferences toward ethnic minorities.  

Nevertheless, there are notable exceptions to the dearth of theoretical explanations 

for accommodation in theories on nationalizing states’ treatment of ethnic minorities 

(Batta, 2017; Cheskin, 2015; Frye, 2010; Mylonas, 2012; Smith, 1999; Stroschein, 2012). 

But even those who do acknowledge that accommodation can take place in nationalizing 

states (Aktürk, 2012; Smith 1996; Stroschein, 2012) overdetermine the occurrence of 

exclusion while ignoring or under-theorizing the conditions under which accommodation 

takes place. For example, Grigoryan (2015) argues that if the ruling elites believe that the 

minority is driven by grievances, they are likely to adopt accommodative policies, 

whereas if it is separatism, state concessions are not going to demobilize the minority 

(Grigoryan, 2015). While accommodation is theoretically possible in his analysis, 

coercion is the more likely outcome in weaker states where the risk perception involved 

in state concession to minority demands is higher, especially in the context of third-party 

support for minority (Grigoryan, 2015). Another significant contribution is Mylonas’s 

(2012) theory, which asserts that the initial minority-related policies in nationalizing 

states are a result of the interaction between host states and external powers, rather than 

between host states and minorities. According to him, accommodation is most likely to 
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be employed by non-revisionist states whose minorities belong to an ally kin-state or 

enjoy no external support (Mylonas, 2012).  

Overall, domestic-centred explanations are insightful and important contributions 

offering parsimonious explanations to minority treatment in nationalizing states. 

However, their major conceptual drawback is that they expect states to adopt a coherent 

and comprehensive policy vis-à-vis ethnic minorities, which is either exclusionary, 

assimilative, or accommodative. In their current formulations, these theories have left the 

puzzling reality of simultaneous adoption of a mixture of diverse and inconsistent 

policies toward ethnic minorities and their change over time unresolved. Importantly, this 

occurrence is not rare or short-lived, as the empirical analysis in this dissertation will 

seek to demonstrate. For this reason, we cannot dismiss this complex reality as being the 

result of an irrational leader or extraordinary circumstances. What we are currently 

lacking is an empirically grounded theoretical explanation specifying how nationalizing 

states simultaneously uphold contradictory practices of exclusion and accommodation, 

why they change policies toward ethnic minorities over time, and in general, why they 

would follow this theoretically incoherent approach to diversity management.  

 

Minority agency 

Another branch in the domestic explanations highlights the agency of ethnic 

minorities in bringing about policy change on their issues (Beissinger, 2002; Commercio, 

2010; Csergő, 2007; Stein, 2000). The premise here is that politically conscious and 

organized ethnic minorities can demand concessions from the state based on past or 
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present treatment, to which dominant elites might respond—a dynamic that can alter state 

policies toward the minority (Stein, 2000).  

According to Beissinger (2002), political change depends on cycles of action and 

reaction between the state and the minority, such that events produced by minority 

mobilization can be both the cause and effect of subsequent events. These cycles are 

shaped by the pre-existing conditions that can facilitate or impede minority mobilization 

(such as their access to resources), the institutional constraints imposed on minority 

agency (such as a reward for action within the “normal” rules and punishment for 

challengers), and the impact of the action on following events (Beissinger, 2002).  

Focusing on these inherently intertwined cycles of action and reaction, Stroschein 

(2012) employed an event analysis of the Hungarian minority mobilization in three 

European countries. Stroschein analyzed the sequence of events and their interactive 

effects to demonstrate how recurring minority protests over language rights became 

routine and less threatening to the state-owning majority, eventually resulting in ethnic 

accommodation on these issues (Stroschein, 2012). Likewise, Haklai (2004, 2011) has 

shown that minority mobilization can influence state practices if the appropriate avenues 

are pursued. In the case of the Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel, NGOs used litigation to 

force the state to accommodate the minority’s language on road signs, official 

government publications, and public media.    

To disaggregate these cycles that might lead to a policy change, scholars have 

theorized about the actions taken by minorities focusing on minority characteristics and 

their grievances against the state. Minority characteristics that are of relevance to their 

activism include ethnic group size, their capability to mobilize against the state in a 
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violent struggle, their territorial concentration, rough terrain, and the existence of a 

nearby kin-state (Buhaug, Cederman & Rød, 2008; Fearon & Laitin, 2003; Posner, 2004). 

Particular attention has been paid to the grievances these minorities harbour against state-

owning groups: economic disadvantage, discriminatory treatment, and restricted access to 

political centres of power (Giuliano, 2011; Gurr, 1993; Horowitz, 2000; Petersen, 2002).  

Taken together, grievances and minority characteristics have been used to derive 

theoretical expectations for minority mobilization. For example, relatively large 

minorities with resources and experiences of mobilization, or those with ties to a nearby 

kin-state, are more likely to mobilize against a state that employs exclusionary policies 

toward them (Cederman, Gigardin & Gleditsch, 2009; Cederman, Gleditsch, & 

Wucherpfennig, 2017; Wimmer, Cederman & Min, 2009).  

Correspondingly, dominant elites’ reaction to minority activism depends on these 

elites’ threat perception, which they seek to reduce through policy choices they make 

(Batta, 2017; Grigoryan, 2015; Petersen, 2002). For example, states are more likely to 

accommodate large ethnic minorities that belong to nearby kin-states due to the deterrent 

effects of internal and external threats (Cederman, Gleditsch, Salehyan, & 

Wucherpfennig, 2013). And yet, this explanation does not account for the Estonian case, 

where the large Russian-speaking minority was denied citizenship rights despite threats 

of kin-state intervention. Conversely, states are likely to employ exclusionary policies 

toward a moderate-sized group that belongs to a nearby kin-state because the group is not 

large enough to force state concession (Batta, 2017). In general, this dynamic interaction 

between the minority activism and state response to them is crucial for any predictions 
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for the type of policies states choose to employ toward their minorities and the possibility 

of policy change.  

This interaction further evolves as a result of changing minority demands against 

the state, varying over time from less to more extreme demands, or vice versa. To 

understand the causes of change in minority demands vis-à-vis the state, scholars have 

examined the link between ethnic minorities’ grievances, the political parties they 

support, and the demands made by their representative elites (Csergő & Regelmann, 

2017; Flesken, 2018; Haklai, 201; Jenne, 2007; Toro, 2018). A significant contribution in 

this line was made by Jenne (2007) in her study of the radicalization of minority demands 

and the potential spirals of violence in these states. She argued that while an ethnic 

minority’s collective interests and capacity for mobilization are important, they do not 

explain whether a minority will escalate its demands against the state or not. 

Accordingly, the determinant of its demands is the group’s perceptions of leverage they 

have vis-à-vis the political centre (Jenne, 2007).  

Jenne’s theory on ethnic bargaining provides a novel and parsimonious 

explanation for the radicalization and de-escalation of minorities’ demands, as well as 

their quiescence. Recently, Toro (2018), too, found supporting evidence for the strategic 

bargaining game ethnic minorities play against the state. Ethnic minority representatives 

can strategically “ethnicize” and “de-ethnicize” their demands to achieve state 

concessions, depending on the political context (Toro, 2018).  

It is important to note that these minority agency explanations do not hinge on the 

assumption that ethnic minorities constitute a single, coherent actor represented by one 

political elite; instead, they measure the dominant voice within minority political 
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representation as a proxy for minority interests (Jenne, 2007). However, such 

explanations do not account for the structure of minority political representation. Instead, 

they treat it as irrelevant and external to causal explanations of minority mobilization and 

variation in their demands (Haklai, 2011). While in some cases, a single political 

organization dominates minority’s political activism, in other cases, a single minority can 

be represented by a wide range of political organizations, and yet in other cases, 

disadvantaged minorities do not form significant organizations at all (Haklai, 2011, p.3). 

For example, the Russian-speaking minority in Latvia supports a single Russian party, 

but in Estonia, this minority has shown no confidence in ethnic minority parties; instead, 

they support majority parties that align most closely with minority preferences (Csergő & 

Regelmann, 2017). In Israel, the Palestinian Arab citizens have traditionally supported 

different ethnic minority parties, all of which claim to represent the minority’s interest 

vis-a-vis the Jewish state.  

All in all, a well-organized and mobilized minority is a prerequisite for their 

potential to achieve state concessions. However, not all minorities experiencing 

exclusionary state policies mobilize against the state. In some cases, discrimination and 

marginalization of ethnic minorities have generated communal resentment but did not 

materialize in mass minority mobilization to achieve concessions from a nationalizing 

state (Jenne, 2007; Haklai, 2011; Laitin, 1998; Vogt, 2018). For example, Haklai (2011) 

found no direct link between the extent of state exclusion of the Palestinian Arab citizens 

of Israel and the levels of ethnonational activism of this minority. Commercio (2010), 

too, found that formal state policy towards ethnic minorities does not explain whether 

mobilization will occur, arguing that minorities’ decision to mobilize is driven by their 
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perceptions of socioeconomic prospects and access to informal networks within the state. 

According to this argument, low socioeconomic prospects in the accommodating Kyrgyz 

Republic led the Russian-speaking minority to employ the “exit” strategy of emigration 

and low political mobilization, while high socioeconomic prospects in the exclusionary 

Latvia led this minority to opt for the “voice” strategy of political participation and 

mobilization (Commercio, 2010, p.6). By contrast, Laitin (1998) ascribed the almost 

complete absence of Russian-speakers’ mass mobilization in the exclusionary Baltic 

states to their choice to assimilate rather than mobilize in the hope of improving their 

economic situation. Finally, Vogt’s (2018) cross-national study finds that robust 

hierarchical relations between the ethnic groups in the state explain why historically 

marginalized groups do not mobilize against the state. 

Irrespective of the reasons for the lack of minority mobilization in some 

nationalizing states, in its absence, ethnic minorities do not produce direct actions to 

which the dominant nation’s elites need to react; an interactive process that we would 

expect to lead to policy shifts towards ethnic minorities (Beissinger, 2002; Jenne, 2007; 

Stein, 2000; Stroschein, 2012). Similarly, traditional political activism through 

parliamentary means in states that inherently disadvantage ethnic minorities is unlikely to 

yield greater minority inclusion (Moser, 2008). In sum, the explanatory power of 

minority agency explanations as drivers of policy change on minority issues is low in 

cases of relatively low ethnic minority mobilization.   

 

 

 



 

40 

 

Theories Focusing on Variables External to the Nationalizing State  

The theories discussed below shed light on the potential influences of external 

actors on minority treatment in nationalizing states. The main agents of change in this 

group of theories are kin-states and international organizations.  

Kin-States 

Kin-states view their ethnic kin beyond state borders as part of the ethnic nation 

and, at times, act on this shared kinship by establishing connections and forging 

membership across borders (Brubaker & Kim, 2011; Waterbury, 2010). These external 

patrons can engage their kin abroad through a variety of means: from maintaining 

diasporic relations, through the provision of special educational or cultural programs, 

economic benefits, the extension of voting rights, introduction of dual citizenship 

policies, or by attempting to influence host states’ domestic policies on minority issues  

(Cameron & Orenstein, 2012; Csergő & Goldieger, 2013; Waterbury, 2010). The 

increased ties between kin-states and their kin across borders, in turn, can present a 

challenge to the prospects of nationalizing states’ nation-building projects, increase their 

threat perception, and impact their policy choices toward the ethnic minority (Mylonas, 

2012; Waterbury, 2010, 2014).  

Studies examining the kin-state-ethnic minority and the-kin-state nationalizing 

state dyads have advanced our understanding of transborder nationalism and domestic 

policies towards ethnic minorities in host-states (Brubaker, 1996; Brubaker & Kim, 2011; 

Csergő & Goldgeier, 2004; Darden & Mylonas, 2016; Saideman & Ayres, 2008; Shevel, 

2009; Stroschein, 2012; Waterbury, 2010; Weiner, 1971). Most commonly, scholars 

attribute kin-state activism concerning their kin abroad to the domestic interests of 
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political elites (Darden & Mylonas, 2016; Saideman & Ayres, 2008; Stroschein, 2012; 

Waterbury, 2010, 2014; Wimmer, 2013). For instance, Saideman and Ayres (2008) argue 

that nationalist elites are driven by their interest to stay in power; therefore, their decision 

on whether to pursue irredentist foreign policies or not depends mostly on the prevailing 

content of nationalism at a given period and the elites’ success to garner support by 

acting on this sentiment. Others have argued that kin-state nationalism is triggered by 

nationalizing states’ policies toward their kin or minority mobilization in those states 

(Jenne, 2007; Waterbury, 2010).  

In any scenario, a strong indication of kin-state interest to act on behalf of its kin 

abroad can register as a threat by the dominant elites in the nationalizing state and lead to 

a change of the existing policies toward the minority (Batta, 2017; Mylonas, 2012; 

Petsinis, 2016). Thus, heightened kin-state pressure, coupled with other domestic factors, 

is expected to yield exclusionary policies (Petsinis, 2016, p.239).  

However, can kin-state activism directly influence domestic policies in 

nationalizing states? Establishing this causal link entails paying careful attention to the 

timing and sequencing of events. Stroschein’s (2012) event-analysis of Hungary’s kin-

state activism shows that the timing of Hungary’s proactive policies toward Hungarians 

abroad did not correspond to policy formation periods. This observation leads her to 

conclude that policymaking is led predominantly by the host−state’s domestic process 

rather than by kin−state influences (Stroschein, 2012, pp.28-29). In a similar analysis of 

Russia’s kin−state activism, Shevel (2009), too, finds incongruency in timing between 

Russia’s pressure on Ukraine and the latter’s citizenship policy changes. She attributes 
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Ukraine’s changes in citizenship policy to domestic contestation between three political 

blocks in Ukrainian politics (Shevel, 2009).  

Overall, kin-state actors provide the backdrop against which domestic actors 

develop minority policies. Some level of threat is inherently present for states whose 

ethnic minorities are transnational. This threat can be quite acute for those living in the 

shadow of a powerful kin-state and a historic colonizer, as it is in the case of post-Soviet 

states containing Russian-speaking minorities. Yet, kin-state activism cannot fully 

account for the complex reality of differential policies toward ethnic minorities in 

nationalizing states along the time and issue dimensions. Specifically, for this explanation 

to account for policy variation across time, we need to observe a time-ordered chain of 

events necessary for the establishment of a causal link between kin−state pressure to 

improve policies on minority issues in nationalizing states and corresponding policy 

change. A prerequisite that is currently supported by mixed evidence at best. Moreover, 

kin-state activism leaves the puzzle of variation across policy areas unresolved. There is 

presently no account of a potential causal mechanism that would explain why kin-state 

pressure on nationalizing states to accommodate their kin results in a change of policies 

toward some accommodation in one sphere but exclusion in another.  

 

Regional organizations  

More recently, scholars have added regional organizations as the fourth field to 

Brubaker’s triadic nexus. This argument was born out of the European context where, 

according to some scholars, European institutions were successful in shaping domestic 

policies on ethnic issues in emerging states in the region (Kelley 2004; Vachudova, 
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2005). The prevalent account suggests that nationalizing states in Central and Eastern 

Europe have faced membership conditionality for joining European institutions and 

underwent socialization into the European norms on minority rights, both of which 

resulted in the expansion of minority protections in these countries’ legal systems 

(Kelley, 2004).  

Following the wave of European Union’s enlargement in 2004, the degree of the 

success of European institutions in significantly improving minority rights in the new 

member states in Central and Eastern Europe sparked a vigorous debate. Growing 

scholarly skepticism about the magnitude of such influence brought about a shift of the 

explanatory weight of policy changes in nationalizing states to contentious domestic 

processes within them (Agarin & Regelmann, 2012; Csergő, 2007; Petsinis, 2016; 

Shevel, 2009,2010; Stroschein, 2012; Waterbury, 2010). For example, Csergő (2007, 

p.75) has demonstrated that regional organizations have affected the domestic 

policymaking process on minority issues in Romania and Slovakia only when the 

interests of the governing elites aligned with the standards of the European Union. 

Moreover, even in the cases where EU membership has had some positive effect on 

minority protections, inclusion forced from above has not proved sustainable over time 

(Cederman, Gleditsch, & Wucherpfennig, 2017).  

External actors are important for contextualizing the trajectory of domestic 

policies toward ethnic minorities. Regional and international organizations (where they 

are present) can compel nationalizing states to steer away from radical solutions to ethnic 

diversity and provide incentives to accommodate minorities. However, it is important to 

note that the nationalizing states of Estonia and Latvia became full EU members despite 
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only minimal compliance with the principle of conditionality on minority issues; and 

after their accession, the EU lost the limited leverage that it had over them (Commercio, 

2008; Schulze, 2010; Shevel, 2010; Stroschein, 2012; Pettai & Kallas, 2009). In other 

words, the explanatory power of this explanation weakens following nationalizing states’ 

accession to these organizations. Conditionality is, therefore, better conceptualized as a 

political tool for the socialization of domestic elites, contributing to their policy choices 

on minority rights, rather than a legal device directly affecting legislative changes in 

these states (Sasse, 2009). Key decisions and policy choices on minority issues remain 

domestically driven by nationalizing states (Agarin & Regelman, 2012).  

 

Conclusion 

The voluminous scholarship on nation-building policies in ethnically diverse 

states provides compelling explanations for the treatment of ethnic minorities. We 

currently know quite a lot about the initial selection of policies in new states and the 

conditions that lead them to adopt more accommodative, assimilative, or exclusionary 

policies toward ethnic minorities. We can also estimate the likelihood of an outbreak or 

de-escalation of violence in settings that are particularly prone to ethnic conflicts. 

However, we know much less about the conditions that lead nationalizing states to adopt 

different and inconsistent policies toward the same ethnic minority, or why states 

committed to nationalizing objectives will change their policies, all else being equal.  

The empirical chapters will demonstrate that the drivers of policymaking and 

implementation processes in nationalizing states are more complicated than past research 

has suggested. In particular political elites’ goals do not always produce their intended 



 

45 

 

results, and observed policies do not necessarily reflect elites’ intentions. More often than 

not, nationalizing elites are not unified, purposeful actors that develop coherent policies 

toward ethnic minorities based on a strategic single-issue preference such as their threat 

perception or geopolitical power relations. We also have no reason to assume a priori 

that political elites fully control a powerful state apparatus that can execute the 

government policy on minority issues.  

The complexity of variation across time and policy domains within nationalizing 

states does not lend itself well to parsimonious explanations. Others studying similar 

complexities in comparative research (for example, see Waterbury, 2014; Vachudova, 

2005) have noted that the shared similarities across cases are sufficient for developing an 

analytical framework that outlines the conditions under which states are likely to adopt 

specific policies or change them over time. The next chapter offers an explanatory 

theoretical framework for identifying the relevant state actors, their stances and 

intentions, and the institutional constraints within which these struggles play out to 

account for diachronic and across issue variation in state policies toward ethnic 

minorities. 
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Chapter 3 

Theorizing Bureaucratic Influence on Nationalizing States’ Minority 

Policies 

Introduction  

The primary research question this dissertation seeks to answer is: why do 

nationalizing states vary in their treatment of ethnic minorities? This question addresses 

two types of policy variation, asking why do some nationalizing states choose to 

simultaneously provide a certain degree of accommodation to their ethnic minorities in 

some realms while excluding them from others? And under which conditions will these 

states decide to shift their policy over time, and why? 

This chapter outlines my theoretical framework explaining the occurrence of 

diachronic and across policy variation in nationalizing states on minority issues. Building 

on nationalism studies in comparative politics and principal−agent scholarship in public 

administration, I examine the agency of elected and non-elected officials in determining 

policy outcomes that pertain to ethnic minorities. My main argument is that policymaking 

and policy change on minority issues are explained by the extent of fragmentation of 

political authority and the structural constraints and opportunities that lead elected and 

non-elected officials to adopt exclusionary or accommodating policies and changing the 

existing policy status quo over time. Specifically, I argue that leveraging their skills, 

expertise and information asymmetries vis-à-vis the elected officials, senior bureaucrats 

can at times capitalize on structural opportunities to shift trajectories of official 

government policies, increase their autonomy in determining policy outcomes, and 
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establish long-term patterns of state treatment of ethnic minorities. Their agency can lead 

to the adoption of accommodating policies toward ethnic minorities even under 

ideologically nationalist governments.  

This framework disaggregates the state to understand inconsistent state policies, 

especially when they contrast the official government agenda. In particular, it focuses on 

the actors partaking in the policy process, their policy preferences, and the institutional 

configurations within which they operate. This approach echoes Migdal's 

conceptualization of states as less coherent in practice than they are in theory; despite the 

projected image of strength and command of vast resources, in practice, states face 

significant challenges in developing and materializing their objectives in public policies 

(Migdal, 2001).  

The structure of this chapter is as follows. In the first part, I outline the 

scholarship on policymaking and policy change under conditions of fragmentation of 

political authority. I expand on the agency of political actors and institutional constraints 

in the policy process and theorize about the probability of policy change on minority 

issues in nationalizing states and the type of policies we should expect to observe. 

The second part of the chapter takes a broader look at the causes of fragmented 

political authority in the policy process by discussing additional fragmentation stemming 

from the delegation of political authority to the bureaucracy. I present a summary of the 

literature on the principal−agent approach and an outline for the conditions under which 

non-elected officials can become influential actors in policymaking. In particular, I 

review the motivations for entrepreneurial behaviour in the civil service, the types of 

policies entrepreneurial bureaucrats are likely to advance on minority issues, and the 
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strategic approach to framing policy initiatives these officials utilize for increasing the 

likelihood of legislative approval. Finally, I introduce contingencies on their 

policymaking behaviour on minority issues derived from compromised bureaucratic 

independence and professionalization. 

 

Policy Change under Conditions of Fragmentation of Political Authority 

Political systems vary in the extent of government control over the policymaking 

process and policy outcomes. In some systems, political power is concentrated in the 

governing executive, while in others, it is fragmented and distributed among different 

actors. The extent to which political authority is fragmented has been utilized by 

institutionalists and strategic choice scholars to explain why some governments can 

swiftly change policies and ensure particular policy outcomes, while others cannot 

(Bonoli, 2001; Immergut, 1990; Migdal, 2001; Skocpol & Finegold, 1982; Spruyt, 2005, 

2014; Tsebelis, 1995,1999).  

The key measures of political fragmentation are the institutional rules that define 

the policymaking process and the design of the electoral system (Immergut, 1990; Spruyt, 

2005; Tsebelis, 1995,1999). The institutional design specifies the actor(s) with a formal 

power to veto policy initiatives defined as: "an individual or collective actor whose 

agreement is required for a policy decision" (Tsebelis, 1995, p.293). If the governing 

executive can enact its policies without depending on other actors, then the political 

power is concentrated in the executive. Conversely, if the governing executive depends 

on other actors to adopt its policies, then political authority is fragmented (Aberbach, 

Putnam & Rockman, 1981, p.236). Presidential systems, federations and bicameral 
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legislatures are, therefore, characterized as having multiple actors with official veto 

powers as these systems have checks and balances between branches and require the 

executive to reach agreements with other institutional actors (Tsebelis, 1995, p.289).  

Equally important to formal institutions are the preferences of political actors who 

seek to materialize their political objectives within these institutional rules (Bonoli; 2001; 

Haklai, 2014; Spruyt, 2005,2014). Electoral systems and electoral outcomes shape the 

opportunities available to political parties to veto. In parliamentary systems and other 

systems that govern through multiparty coalitions, the decision-making process requires 

consensus among multiple political factions, each enjoying the power to veto policy 

decisions by virtue of being a member in the governing coalition (Spruyt, 2014). 

Multiparty coalitions are, therefore, governing executives whose political authority is 

fragmented. 

The main strength of the concept of fragmentation of political authority is that it is 

attentive to both the institutional setting within which policy decisions are made and the 

preferences of agents operating within it (Bonoli, 2001). By accounting for agent 

preferences within a given institutional framework, we can analyze not only who gets to 

participate in the policy process and who does not, but also how agent preferences are 

weighed and which rules determine policy decisions (Immergut, 1990; Lowry, 2014).  

When applied to the policymaking process on minority issues in nationalizing 

states, this theoretical framework is useful for developing expectations about: (1) the type 

of policies we are likely to observe given the preferences of the political actors in a 

system that is designed to advance the interests of the dominant nation, and (2) the 

probability of policy change on minority issues.  
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The playing field in nationalizing states is skewed as a result of the political 

domination of political actors representing the dominant majority, and therefore, a policy 

of exclusion is the most likely outcome. Minority political representatives are typically 

perceived as a threat by majority political parties and their electorates, making minority 

parties "uncoalitionable" (Haklai & Norwich, 2016). Consequently, these parties are often 

excluded from governing coalitions and are incapable of significantly influencing policy 

on minority issues. This means that the governing political parties in these settings do not 

represent the interests of the minority and are, therefore, not accountable to this 

constituency. In other words, this type of governing coalition has no electoral incentives 

to court the minority vote by adopting policies favouring them. In fact, it risks being 

punished for promoting the interests of ethnic minorities at the expense of its core 

electoral base.  

In the absence of both electoral incentives to adopt minority friendly policies and 

minority-led or minority-friendly parties exercising veto powers allowing them to impede 

discriminatory policies, the actors representing the ethnic majority will adopt policies 

according to their ideological stances. I share the expectation of the existing scholarship 

on nationalizing states that the governing political elites will remain committed to 

advance the interest of the dominant group and converge on preferences to uphold 

exclusionary policies toward ethnic minorities. Therefore, the policy status quo on 

minority treatment will indeed be on the exclusionary end. To reiterate this argument in 

brief, in policy areas over which governing executives concentrate political authority, 

state policies toward ethnic minorities are congruent with the ideological preferences of 

the political actors.  
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Under what conditions is this policy likely to change? The theoretical expectation 

of politically fragmented governments is that the higher the number of veto points along 

the decision-making chain, the more fragmented the political authority, and consequently, 

the lower the potential for policy change (Spruyt, 2005; Tsebelis, 1995). This relationship 

is inverse because reaching a policy decision between multiple players whose preferences 

do not converge is challenging and, therefore, the preservation of the status quo is the 

most likely outcome (Hallerberg & Basinger, 1998; Tsebellis, 1995, 1999). Such systems 

are effectively super-majoritarian, designed to protect the status quo as well as the vested 

interests of those who benefit from it (Przeworski, 2010).  

Based on this logic, a policy of exclusion is likely to be highly stable as a result of 

relatively fixed preferences of majority political actors and their constituencies around 

minority treatment, the former's domination in the political arena, and electoral incentives 

to maintain a stable policy in areas under the direct legislative oversight of the 

government. Consequently, I expect policy change away from exclusion to occur if (1) 

moderate majority actors manage to monopolize power in the governing coalition, and 

(2) have electoral incentives to introduce accommodating measures.  

These expectations are in accordance with the mainstream nationalism studies 

scholarship and empirical observations. The most notable example is Aktürk's (2012) 

argument that policy change on ethnicity will occur when a new elite equipped with a 

new discourse on ethnicity comes to power and succeeds in institutionalizing this 

discourse. Put differently, policy change will occur if a minority-led or minority-friendly 

government with electoral or ideological incentives to change policy on minority issues 

forms a government with very few veto players. Few political parties with proximate 
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ideological stances gaining political power can act as "minority advocates," introducing 

some measures of minority accommodation or moving away from exclusionary policies 

(Schulze, 2017). Under this scenario, a policy shift from exclusion towards some degree 

of accommodation is possible.  

I argue that this theoretical expectation will hold only in some periods and in 

some policy issues. Specifically, the expectation of the stability of an exclusionary policy 

will hold when the government can enforce its decisions leading to the planned policy 

outcomes. This happens when policies affecting ethnic minorities are exclusively 

determined by elected officials.  

However, there is another route for a policy change that does not necessitate 

political preferences to support a policy of minority accommodation. This path is possible 

under conditions of fragmentation when additional veto points exist along the decision-

making chain, allowing additional actors to alter the trajectory of the policy course. If 

non-elected actors, such as the military, the courts, the bureaucracy, or unions are 

sufficiently authoritative, they can take the lead in the policymaking process, imposing 

their preferences for state policies and practices (Spruyt, 2005; Tsebelis, 1995, 1999). 

When political authority over the policy process is fragmented between elected and non-

elected officials, the emerging conditions allow the non-elected administrators to exercise 

policymaking authority. Moreover, the agency of non-elected actors in seeking to 

materialize their preferences can throw off the decision-making calculus and lead to 

policy outcomes that the political actors did not intend.  

This expectation is supported by party politics scholars questioning the "parties-

do-matter" hypothesis that stipulates that policy outcomes are reflective of the ideological 
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positions of political parties in the governing coalitions (Caul & Gray, 2000; Hallerberg 

& Basinger, 1998; Schmidt, 1996; Schnose, 2017). The assumption that public policies 

reflect party ideologies—such as that right-of-centre governments minimize spending and 

produce lower deficits than left-of-centre governments—is not empirically robust (Caul 

& Gray, 2000; Tavits & Letki, 2009). In fact, research has found that political and 

economic environments can create incentives for parties to act in opposition to their 

traditional platform stances (Tavits & Letki, 2009). Furthermore, the power of 

governments to determine policy outcomes is contingent on the extent to which these 

governments are "sovereign" in their decision-making process (Schmidt, 1996), or put 

differently, in the extent to which political authority is concentrated in the governing 

executive (Tsebelis, 1995).  

This is not to say that the dynamics between political actors within the governing 

coalition are not important for policymaking, but rather that they are compounded by 

complex dynamics between elected and non-elected officials and lobbyism of organized 

interest groups (Hampshire & Bale, 2015; Immergut, 1990; Schmidt, 1996). 

Consequently, policymaking is rarely a coherent process driven by dominant political 

actors, whose policy preferences directly translate to desired outcomes. More often than 

not, it is a messy process in which political actors may have to negotiate and compromise 

their ideological commitments when the institutional decision-making rules create 

opportunities for non-elected officials to exercise authority in the policymaking process.  

The next section introduces the principal-agent approach that expands on the 

circumstances under which non-elected actors become important policy entrepreneurs, 

seeking to impose their preferences on state policies and practices.  
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Principal−Agent Approach: Fragmentation of Political Authority as a Result of 

Delegation 

The simplistic view of political authority as the sole determinant of policy 

outcomes and the bureaucracy as a hierarchical, top-down, implementing arm of the 

government has been dismissed already in the 1960s, as an unrealistic, oversimplified 

perception that cannot hold in complex, modern societies (Aberbach, Putnam & 

Rockman, 1981; Campbell & Naulls, 1991; Carpenter & Krause, 2014; Gailmard & 

Patty, 2012; Page, Jenkins & Jenkins, 2005). Instead, policymaking in modern states is 

conceptualized as a joint venture of politicians and bureaucrats, where the latter play a 

central role in determining agendas, initiating policies, structuring policy priorities, and 

defining implementation strategies (Aberbach, Putnam & Rockman, 1981; Alesina & 

Tabellini, 2007; Gailmard & Patty, 2012; Page, Jenkins & Jenkins, 2005; Wislon & 

Barker, 2003).  

The knowledge, skills, and expertise bureaucrats possess in their policy area make 

them indispensable to the elected officials throughout the policymaking process (Epstein 

& O'Halloran, 1994). As a result, political representatives are confronted with the 

"delegation problem," namely, policymaking and implementation cannot be done without 

the involvement of bureaucracies, yet bureaucracies also have interests and preferences in 

these processes that can significantly diverge from those of elected politicians (Wislon & 

Barker, 2003, p.353). This asymmetry in professionalization and information provides the 

bureaucrats with legal discretion in the policy process, or "bureaucratic drift," defined as 

"the ability of an agency or other executive actors to enact outcomes different from the 

policies preferred by those who originally delegated power" (Epstein & O'Halloran, 1994, 
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p. 699). This means that bureaucrats can affect the probability of policy change, altering 

the trajectory of policies that would normally follow if policy decisions were under the 

exclusive authority of elected officials. Bureaucratic drift is, therefore, another form of 

fragmentation of political authority as it creates additional veto points along the decision-

making chain. 

The extent of legal discretion the bureaucracy enjoys is primarily determined by 

the decision-making process in each policy area, reflecting historical legacies of state-

building and governments' preferences to retain or delegate authority (Alesina & 

Tabellini, 2008; Gailmard, 2002; Skocpol & Finegold, 1982; Tsebelis, 1995). For 

example, governments typically choose to retain control over 'hard' policies (such as 

foreign affairs and security) and policies with 'unstable goals' (social policy), while 

delegating some authority over 'soft' policies (such as environmental policy) and 'stable' 

or highly technical ones (such as education and monetary policies) (Alesina & Tabellini, 

2008; Hammond, 2003; Immergut, 1990).3  

By delegating authority to several agencies, governments can ensure policy 

stability. They can decrease the probability of policy change or, conversely, allow for a 

rapid policy change in response to exogenous shocks such as financial crises or a military 

 

3 The distinction between "hard" and "soft," or "stable," policies is merely a shorthand for 

identifying the extent of fragmentation of political authority caused by bureaucratic drift. It does 

not a priori assume that social policies, for instance, will be delegated to bureaucrats while 

security policy will be retained under governmental control. Instead, this distinction is likely to be 

contextualized in the political culture and historical context of a given country. Additionally, 

elected officials may decide to delegate authority to bureaucrats because of a variety of reasons. 

The specific causes leading to the delegation of authority in some policy areas but not others are 

interesting and can illuminate the instrumentality of some policy areas to the nationalizing elites 

and the nation-building project more broadly. However, the causes of the delegation of authority 

and the roots of fragmented or concentrated political authority as a result of delegation of 

authority are beyond the scope of this study. 
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conflict (Alesina & Tabellini, 2008). Elected officials may also choose to retain greater 

control over policies that are important for electoral and coalition-building purposes, but 

delegate policies that bring little political returns or expose them to electoral risks 

(Alesina & Tabellini, 2008, p.445). Overall, politicians weigh the costs of bureaucratic 

drift against the benefits of the bureaucrats’ expertise when deciding whether to entrust 

policymaking with bureaucrats' judgements or maintain political control (Carpenter & 

Krause, 2015; Epstein & O'Halloran, 1994). 

Additional structural opportunities for bureaucratic drift may appear as a result of 

the distribution of power among political actors following electoral cycles. Specifically, 

the higher the number of veto points and the more diverging the preferences of political 

veto players, the more fragmented their authority, and consequently, the more 

autonomous the bureaucracy can become (Hammond, 2003; Hammond & Knott, 1996). 

Multiparty coalitions that lack consensus on a policy issue create structural opportunities 

for additional veto points along the decision-making chain, which the bureaucrats can use 

to increase their autonomy from the political decision-makers and influence the policy 

process.  

The absence of a clear political agenda or vague legal guidelines may also afford 

bureaucrats substantial discretion in formulating and implementing policies, and create 

opportunities for the bureaucracy to become a driver of policy change (Huber & Shipan, 

2002; Page, Jenkins & Jenkins, 2005; Paquet, 2015). As Page, Jenkins and Jenkins write, 

"discretion begins where regulation ends" (Page, Jenkins & Jenkins, 2005, p.108). If non-

elected officials recognize such an opportunity for policy entrepreneurship, they may 

capitalize on it and act on their policy preferences even though no official authority was 
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delegated to them (Mintrom & Norman, 2009). Thus, although there are instances when 

bureaucrats lack formal authority, they can nevertheless affect policy decisions and 

practices due to the absence of direct supervision.  

Alternatively, when political authority is centralized, or there is a policy 

consensus among the political veto players, a structural opportunity for bureaucratic drift 

will not appear, and bureaucrats' political autonomy will diminish (Hammond, 2003, 

p.74). Bureaucratic capability to influence the policymaking process will further diminish 

at times of major crises or social upheavals (Aberbach, Putnam & Rockman, 1981).  

Assuming that most governments face the delegation problem, the delegation of 

authority to bureaucrats over "soft" or "stable" policy areas is likely to have direct 

ramifications for policy outcomes on minority issues in nationalizing states. In the next 

four sections, I theorize about these ramifications and the type of policies we should 

expect to observe on minority issues. First, I summarize the differences in the 

policymaking behaviour of politicians and bureaucrats, and the motivations for the latter 

to become policy entrepreneurs. Second, I develop theoretical expectations for the type of 

policy bureaucrats are more likely to advance toward ethnic minorities and the conditions 

under which they will seek to change the policy status quo. In the third section, I review 

the manner in which bureaucrats frame policies to obtain political approval. Finally, I 

discuss the policymaking behaviour of bureaucrats in agencies affected by political 

interests, lobbyism, and lack of state autonomy from organized interests.  
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Bureaucrats as Policymakers 

Politicians and bureaucrats operate under somewhat different institutional 

constraints. Differences in accountability mechanisms, tenure and expertise, in which 

these policymakers operate present distinct sets of pressures and incentives, leading to 

diverging patterns of policymaking behaviour (Paquet, 2015; Wilson & Barker, 2003). 

Because politicians are accountable to voters and bureaucrats to their professional 

colleagues and superiors, the former are incentivized to appeal to their constituencies, 

whereas the latter seek to signal competence to colleagues for career development 

(Alesina & Tabellini, 2007). These different constraints can lead to different policy 

preferences. 

Time inconsistency in policy goals is the most conspicuous example of the 

diverging preferences of politicians and bureaucrats. Politicians are more likely to opt for 

policies beneficial in the short term (even if they are suboptimal in the long-term) 

because of electoral incentives of claiming credit for policy outcomes (Alesina & 

Tabellini, 2008). Bureaucrats, on the other hand, stand to risk their professional 

reputation and career advancement if they neglect the long-term implications of such 

policies, and, as a rule, prefer long-term policy planning (Alesina & Tabellini, 2008).  

How, if at all, do the differences in the policymaking behaviour of elected and 

non-elected officials impact policies on minority issues in nationalizing states at times of 

heightened fragmentation of political authority? As already noted, the conventional 

theoretical expectations assume that governing executives concentrate political authority 

and, therefore, do not expect non-elected officials' behaviour to be consequential for the 

policy process in areas that are retained under political control. However, if bureaucrats 
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use their discretionary power to advance their preferences in areas where the political 

authority is fragmented, then policy outcomes may significantly diverge from 

conventional expectations. Specifically, there may be reasons for bureaucrats to shift 

policy trajectory from minority exclusion to accommodation, as will be discussed below. 

In the next section, I extrapolate theoretical expectations for the type of policies 

bureaucrats are more likely to adopt on minority issues and the conditions under which 

they will seek to challenge an exclusionary policy status quo against the interest of the 

ruling elites. I begin with a brief review of the motivations that cause bureaucrats to 

capitalize on structural opportunities to become policy entrepreneurs in the first place.  

 

Motivations for Policy Entrepreneurship 

Bureaucrats, like their elected counterparts, are not a homogenous collective of 

people—some are policy motivated ("zealots"), and others are indifferent ("slackers") 

(Gailmard & Patty, 2007); some are "reactive" in that they prefer incrementalism in 

policymaking whereas others are "proactive" with a comprehensive policy agenda 

(Campbell & Naulls, 1991); and some are career-driven while others are not (Young, 

1991). Despite their differentiation, classical and more recent research on the motivations 

behind bureaucratic policymaking behaviour suggests personal background and 

organizational goals as the main drivers of bureaucratic entrepreneurship and the kind of 

policy behaviour they exhibit (Aberbach, Putnam & Rockman, 1981; Andersen & 

Jakobsen, 2016; Page, Jenkins & Jenkins, 2005; Peters, 1991). 

In general, policy entrepreneurs are actors that promote ideas for policy change in 

their area of interest (Mintrom, 1997; Mintrom & Norman, 2009). They "distinguish 
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themselves through their desire to significantly change current ways of doing things in 

their area of interest” (Mintrom & Norman, 2009, p.650). These individuals or small 

groups can be elected or non-elected officials, as well as external actors to the 

government, such as interest groups (Kingdon, 1984). What makes them policy 

entrepreneurs is their willingness to invest time and knowledge in initiating policy 

change, redefining policy problems and solutions, and utilizing their skills to build 

support for such policy change through their networks (Mintrom, 1997; Mintrom & 

Norman, 2009; Paquet, 2015).  

The individual motivations to become policy entrepreneurs can reflect officials' 

core beliefs about particular policies or the society at large, public service, or simply their 

motivation to reinforce their own perception of self-importance or self-interest (Perry, 

1996; Perry & Wise, 1990; Zamir & Sulitzeanu‐Kenan, 2018). Because an individual's 

background and personalities are too idiosyncratic to theorize about, the role of a single 

official or a small group of bureaucrats in strategically located positions is more 

commonly contextualized within the organizational culture and the manner in which the 

institutional context shapes their agency (Mintrom & Norman, 2009). For instance, 

Teodoro (2009) demonstrated that civil servants recruited from outside an organization 

that promotes diagonally (between organizations) are more likely to adopt innovative 

measures than those recruited horizontally (within the same agency). That is because the 

former are hired for their reputation as policy innovators (Teodoro, 2009). 

Socialization into the organizational culture of public agency leads individuals to 

adopt organizational values and adapt to the common patterns of behaviour (Moynihan & 

Pandey, 2007; Robertson, Wang, & Trivisvavet, 2007). Organizational culture can, 
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therefore, present bureaucrats with incentives to invest time and resources in changing 

the conventional ways of doing things, including problem definition, long-term policy 

planning, evidence-informed decision-making process, and generating support for policy 

change (Andersen & Jakobsen, 2016; Miao, Newman, Schwartz & Cooper, 2017; 

Mintrom & Norman, 2009; Paquet, 2015).  

Additional motivations to change the conventional policy planning and 

implementation procedures are presented by institutional pressures. Recent research 

suggests that in democracies, scarce resources, demands for clear accountability 

mechanisms, and responsiveness to the public present institutional pressures on public 

officials to improve their effectiveness in service delivery and facilitate the innovation 

imperative in public service (Head, 2015; Miao, Newman, Schwartz & Cooper, 2017; 

Vandenabeele, 2007). Indeed, efficiency and high-performance in service delivery were 

at the heart of the New Public Management (NPM) reforms that swept much of the 

developed world in the last decades (Fernandez-Gutierrez & Van de Walle, 2018). 

Among other things, NPM reforms had sought to facilitate efficiency through an 

entrepreneurial approach that encouraged public managers to innovate in their areas of 

expertise (Miao, Newman, Schwartz & Cooper, 2017). The implication of such 

innovations in policy planning and implementation processes is that they may benefit 

minority communities as well, even if they were not explicitly designed to achieve that 

goal.    

Overall, endogenous variables, such as NPM reforms and recruitment procedures, 

and some exogenous ones, such as public pressure, are conducive to increased policy 

entrepreneurship of non-elected officials (Head, 2015; Miao, Newman, Schwartz & 
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Cooper, 2017; Paquet, 2015). But which objectives do bureaucratic entrepreneurs seek to 

achieve? Recent empirical studies reviewed in the next section are useful for theorizing 

about the types of policies bureaucrats in nationalizing states are likely to advance in 

"soft" policy areas.  

 

Perceptions, Objectives, and Policy Entrepreneurship  

Civil servants in senior positions typically share the norms of evidence-based 

decision-making processes and a strong commitment to serving the public's needs (see 

Andersen & Jakobsen, 2016). These characteristics may lead senior officials to engage in 

entrepreneurial behaviour to innovate on existing policies. Improvement of service 

delivery and the inclination for evidence-informed policy initiatives are most advanced in 

social policies, including health care, education, crime control and corrections (Head, 

2015). Moreover, socially aware behaviour and orientation toward equity, not strictly 

efficiency in policy outcomes, is particularly evident in civil servants working in 

education, health, and social protection, especially among bureaucrats with higher 

education degrees in these areas (Fernandez-Gutierrez & Van de Walle, 2018).  

Importantly, the objective of serving the public's needs refers to benefiting them, 

even if these actions are against the expressed interest of the public (Andersen & 

Jakobsen, 2016; Paquet, 2015). Indeed, a study by Kelman, Sanders and Pandit found that 

senior executives stated the most difficult policy decisions they made were "courageous 

decisions" because they were "unpopular or involved significant personal, political, or 

organizational risk" (Kelman, Sanders & Pandit, 2015, p.466). For example, evidence-

based policy planning and the objectives of facilitating the economic growth of the 
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society at large motivated Canadian bureaucrats to take an assertive pro-immigration 

position between 1990 and 2010 (Paquet, 2015). This policy initiative was pursued by the 

civil servants without congruous political agenda, changes in societal perception on 

immigration, lobbyism or social movement mobilizing to this end (Paquet, 2015).  

Based on this research on the motivations of civil servants, I theorize that 

bureaucrats are likely to seek to mitigate the impact of the central government's policies, 

and even shift the status quo affecting the distribution of resources in "soft" policy areas 

and areas that allow high bureaucratic discretion. Because bureaucrats are likely to follow 

an evidence-based policy approach, aim to improve service delivery, exhibit socially-

conscious behaviour in social policies, and object to myopic policy planning, they are 

likely to oppose exclusionary policies towards a segment of the public they serve. These 

can motivate bureaucrats to initiate policy shifts away from the status quo of exclusionary 

policies towards some extent of minority inclusion. That is because disenfranchised and 

marginalized minorities are likely to be less productive participants in the economy and 

in greater need of social and other state services. The benefits of adequate minority 

inclusion in the economy and the society are likely to overshadow the suboptimal 

economic and social outcomes resulting from exclusionary policies.  

To be sure, I do not claim that either individual or organizational motivations for 

policy innovation are primarily driven by concerns for the welfare of ethnic minorities. 

Nor do I claim that policy entrepreneurs in the bureaucracy are motivated by an 

ideological commitment to champion minority rights. Some civil servants may even 

object to minority accommodation as a direct public policy objective. Rather, positive 

returns in the long-term on removing barriers excluding ethnic minorities from 
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participation in the society and the economy can lead even ideologically nationalist 

bureaucrats to pursue plans for minority accommodation.  

 

Policy Framing 

To shift policies toward ethnic minorities, bureaucrats must ensure that the 

political executives support them, or at least do not actively object to them. Policy 

framing is a strategic tool used by bureaucrats to shift state policies. Specifically, the 

nature of repeated interaction between elected and non-elected officials in the policy 

process and the acute awareness of the requirement to secure political support for policy 

decisions leads bureaucrats to adopt anticipatory policymaking behaviour (Carpenter & 

Krause, 2015; Head, 2015; Mintrom & Norman, 2009). Because of these inherent 

characteristics of the policy process, bureaucrats develop various political skills for 

brokering among conflicting interests and negotiation toward policy consensus 

(Aberbach, Putnam & Rockman, 1981). Bureaucrats leverage their moral authority as 

officials possessing unique expertise, skills and reliable information, to present some 

policy initiatives as suboptimal or undesired in some sense or another, and even conceal 

alternatives from the political executive in order to increase the potential for their 

preferred policy outcome. The anticipatory approach of bureaucrats to policymaking is 

evident in their use of policy framing in ways that are more likely to resonate with 

politicians, such as framing a policy problem suggesting the failure of existing policy, an 

impending crisis, or indicating expert or other external actors' support for policy initiative 

(see Mintrom & Norman, 2009).  
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Framing policy issues or ideas entails the emphasis of "one subset of 

considerations rather than others when describing an object" (Druckman et al., 2010). 

Recent studies have shown that framing effects – such as emphasizing particular policy 

outcomes, using anchors in evidence presentation, and even decoy options—lead to 

cognitive biases and limitations affecting policymakers' information analysis during the 

decision-making process (Belle, Cantarelli & Belardinelli, 2018; Kelman, Sanders & 

Pandit, 2015). For example, individuals' risk perception can shift as a result of policy 

framing, leading to a decision bias towards a particular policy option (Tversky & 

Kahenman, 1981 cited in Belle, Cantarelli & Belardinelli, 2018).  

Strategic framing of policies begins within the network of an entrepreneurial 

bureaucrat or a small group. The recurring interaction between bureaucrats during data 

collections, the publication of government reports, and meetings facilitate the exchange 

of information and ideas, leading to the spread of innovations and idea diffusion as 

bureaucrats adopt similar perceptions and positions on the same problems (Lowry, 2014). 

Once a new conception on policy problems or a future forecast for policy outcomes gains 

traction within a network of civil servants, it is more likely to become accepted by elected 

decision-makers as well (Belle, Cantarelli & Belardinelli, 2018; Kelman, Sanders & 

Pandit, 2015). For instance, Orr and Bennett (2016) demonstrated how storytelling and 

narratives were used by senior British bureaucrats to influence employees' understanding 

of policy problems, drive action around policy initiatives within the organization, and 

challenge the assumptions of politicians on policy issues to adopt proposed policy 

changes. 
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Based on the research on the motivations of bureaucratic policy entrepreneurs and 

their policymaking behaviour, I theorize that minority accommodation in social policies 

is strategically framed in terms of efficiency and growth of the national economy. 

Bureaucratic policy entrepreneurs are likely to develop new policy frames and generate 

support for minority accommodation as economically or socially beneficial programs for 

the entire population, not only the ethnic minority. 

 

Bureaucrats as Policy Drivers: Political Appointments,  Lobbyism, 

and Lack of State Autonomy 

Policymaking behaviour of mid-level and senior bureaucrats in organizations with 

insufficiently meritocratic and professional recruitment procedures creates a distinct set 

of institutional constraints on bureaucratic entrepreneurship. Political appointment of 

bureaucrats can limit bureaucratic capacity to initiate policy, ensuring stronger political 

control over the policy process and desired policy outcomes even in areas that are 

delegated to non-elected officials (Paquet, 2015; Schnose, 2017).  

Other factors compromising the independence of bureaucrats are their relations 

with organized interest groups and lack of state autonomy. Interest groups may nurture 

ties with bureaucracies and target non-elected officials with lobbyism throughout the 

policymaking process (Andersen & Jakobsen, 2016; Paquet, 2015). By directly lobbying 

bureaucrats, interest groups may seek to influence bureaucrats' perceptions of public 

policies and affect policy outcomes.  

Lack of state autonomy from organized interests can present bureaucrats with 

incentives to pursue the objectives of these clients or stakeholders that may be distinct 

from both the interests of the political elites and the public at large. In Israel, for instance, 
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the strong ties between the Jewish national interest groups and Israeli bureaucracy led to 

policy outcomes distinct from the interest of the political executive (Haklai, 2007; 

Nachmias & Sened, 2002; Pedahzur, 2012; Pedahzur & McCarthy, 2015). Haklai (2007) 

showed that when organized Jewish nationalist groups penetrated Israel's state agencies, 

the latter's ability to implement government policies and enforce the law was impeded. 

The state became an instrument for the achievement of the objectives of these 

organizations, taking actions that the elected officials did not devise. Accordingly, my 

theoretical expectations are that when political authority is delegated to insufficiently 

professional and independent bureaucratic agencies, bureaucratic policy entrepreneurs are 

likely to promote the narrow interests of organized clients, rather than serve the users of 

public services.   

 

Conclusion 

This chapter developed a theoretical framework for understanding why 

nationalizing states adopt variable policies on minority issues and shift policies on 

minority issues, while also remaining committed to advancing the interests of the 

dominant majority. The explanatory focus on the fragmentation of political authority in 

the policy process helps explaining diachronic and cross-policy variation on minority 

issues.  

My theory takes on the following causal chain. Fragmentation of political 

authority can lead to varying policy outcomes toward ethnic minorities in nationalizing 

states. At high levels of concentration of political authority in the hands of the governing 

executive, elected officials adopt policies in accordance with their political preferences 
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and have the oversight capacity to determine adequate policy outcomes. In this case, 

nationalist governments are likely to adopt exclusionary policies, and minority-friendly 

ones, more accommodating ones. In either case, the concentration of political authority 

over the policy process increases policy stability, making policy change contingent on 

alternation in power of the incumbents. At the opposite end, when political authority is 

fragmented, additional actors become endowed with policymaking authority. 

Fragmentation resulting from delegation of authority to the bureaucracy creates 

opportunities for entrepreneurial and savvy bureaucrats to initiate policy diversion from 

the status quo policy on minority issues. The extent to which bureaucrats are 

entrepreneurial and the particular characteristics of their policymaking behaviour 

explains why nationalizing states at times employ incoherent and inconsistent minority 

treatment, especially in the absence of alternation of the governing incumbents. Framing 

policy problems, building support for policy initiatives, and brokering interests are the 

mechanisms through which non-elected officials challenge the status quo on policies and 

seek to shift the trajectories of state policies toward better treating ethnic minorities. 

The analytical focus on the agency of various policymakers in their institutional 

contexts is the main contribution this research makes to our understating of the 

occurrence of accommodation of ethnic minorities in nationalizing states. Particularly 

because, as will be demonstrated in the empirical chapters, this is possible even under 

nationalizing governments that officially stand against such policy. The empirical 

chapters on state policies toward ethnic minorities in Israel and Estonia will present a 

process-tracing analysis to validate these theoretical expectations. 
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Chapter 4 

Research Design and Method 

 

Method 

This dissertation employs a process-tracing analysis of state policies toward 

ethnic minorities in nationalizing states. Process tracing is a qualitative research method 

for “tracing causal mechanisms using detailed, within-case empirical analysis of how a 

causal mechanism operated in real-world cases” (Beach & Pedersen, 2019, p.1). This 

method is instrumental for exploring the causal mechanisms linking independent 

variables to observed outcomes, detecting omitted variables that produce variation in the 

dependent variables, and developing a new explanation for unaccounted variation in the 

dependent variable (Van Evera, 1997, p.54-55). A mechanism in a causal argument refers 

to the intermediate process or steps by which the initial cause affects the outcome 

(Gerring, 2008, p.163). 

I utilize this method because it is well-suited for identifying the central actors in 

the policymaking process and analyzing how they pursue their objectives within the 

institutional context in which they operate at a particular historical context (Spryut, 2005, 

p.7). To develop causal inferences about the ways in which fragmentation of political 

authority produces diverse policy outcomes toward ethnic minorities, I conduct a process-

tracing analysis in two nationalizing states diachronically and across policy areas.  

Diachronic policy analysis explores shifts in a given policy area by tracing back 

in time the actors and processes that led to such changes. Because process-tracing 

“focuses on the unfolding of events or situations over time” (Collier, 2011, p.824), it is 
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particularly useful for examining trajectories of policy change. I follow the guidance of 

traditional scholarship on process tracing method in outlining specific and detailed events 

constituting a process and constructing the causal mechanism connecting constituent 

events into a causal chain linking the independent variable to the outcome of interest 

(Beach & Pedersen, 2019; Collier, 2011; Gerring, 2010). By specifying events 

constituting causal chains that unfolded in each of the examined cases, I seek to 

demonstrate how these sequences of events substantially constrained the probability for 

subsequent events, eventually leading to observed policy outcomes. By cautiously 

considering the available evidence, I construct causal chains explaining diachronic 

variation and draw causal inferences about the relationship between the fragmentation of 

political authority and state policies toward ethnic minorities. I pay utmost attention to 

the timing of events in order to ascertain that the observed outcomes did not precede the 

outlined cause and to corroborate the cause-effect explanation with interview testimonies 

of actors describing their actions (Van Evera, 1997, p.64-65).  

Furthermore, analysis along the time dimension allows us to keep some causal 

factors constant, thereby controlling for alternative explanations. For example, some have 

argued that the initial state policy toward ethnic minorities stems from background 

conditions leading to state independence (Laitin 1998). However, this explanation is 

insufficient for the understanding of policy change over time because it focuses on 

exogenous conditions that remain fixed after the initial selection of state policy (Aktürk, 

2012). Importantly, I cannot rule out all alternative explanations simply because it is 

impossible to consider all the possible paths in which independent variables may be 

causally related to the observed policy outcomes. 
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The advantage of employing analysis across policies within each examined 

country is in the opportunity to observe variation in state policies previously unnoticed by 

scholars. Specifically, this research examines different values on the dependent variable 

that occur within the same polity simultaneously, such as simultaneous exclusion in one 

policy area and accommodation in another. Methodologically, the examination of two 

policy areas in each country allows developing microfoundations of causal explanations 

for each policy area and constructing them into a general explanation of state treatment of 

ethnic minorities.  

 

Case Selection 

The scholarship on process tracing prescribes theoretically driven case selection 

(King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994; Seawright & Gerring, 2008). The cases selected for 

process tracing analysis in this dissertation are two nationalizing states exhibiting 

variation in their treatment of ethnic minorities – Estonia and Israel vis-à-vis the Russian-

speaking and Palestinian Arab minorities, respectively.  

Before justifying the selection criteria, it is worthwhile to describe case 

characteristics and the basis for cross-case comparison. Both states qualify as 

“nationalizing states” that have institutionalized ethnic relations to the benefit of the 

titular group (Jamal, 2011; Schulze, 2010). They both share a substantial ethnic 

minority—Russian speakers make up about 25% of the population of Estonia, and 

Palestinian Arabs form about 21% of the Israeli population (Statistics Estonia, 2017; 

Israel Central Bureau of Statistics, 2019). Both minorities are transborder groups, 

ethnonationally belonging to nearby kin-states of Russia and the Arab states surrounding 
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Israel. In both cases, the relationship between the nationalizing states and the kin-states is 

a troubled one, with a history of conflicts. For these reasons, these countries with 

otherwise distinct geographical location, historical legacy, language, culture and religion, 

make for compelling cases for comparative research (Pettai & Hallik, 2002; Smooha, 

2002; Yiftachel & Ghanem, 2004). 

Methodologically, the cases selected for comparison are data-rich, exhibiting 

theoretically interesting variation on the dependent variable (Van Evera, 1997, p.46-47). 

Estonia and Israel exhibit variation in state treatment of their ethnic minorities, thus 

lending themselves to within-case comparison. Such a comparison between diverse cases 

enhances the representativeness of the sample of cases by virtue of encompassing typical 

outcomes as well as theoretically or empirically atypical cases with deviant or extreme 

values on the dependent variable (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). Specifically, both cases 

present diverse outcomes of state treatment of ethnic minorities – exclusion and 

accommodation toward the same ethnic group across policy areas and across time in each 

area. The exclusionary policies adopted towards minorities constitute typical cases of 

nationalizing states’ treatment of these groups, whereas accommodative policies 

constitute deviant cases, theoretically unexpected in these regimes. The comparison of 

two policy areas within and across the two countries allows maximizing the number of 

observations and increases the strength of causal inferences. 

Additionally, the comparison between two policy areas within each case increases 

the confidence in avoiding selection bias, as well as gives us a better portrayal of the size 

of the spectrum that the dependent variable takes on in each country. A particular danger 

of such selection bias has been highlighted by nationalism scholars warning against using 
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extreme cases of the nationalizing states’ treatment of ethnic minorities in making causal 

inferences about the entire variation in state policies toward ethnic minorities 

(Barrington, 1995a; Mylonas, 2015).  

Overall, conducting within-case and across-case comparison within a single 

research study makes for a stronger case for drawing causal inferences from case-study 

research and is thus particularly fit for the purposes of theory-building (George, Bennet, 

Lynn-Jones & Miller, 2005).  

 

Policy Areas 

Process tracing analysis is employed in two policy areas in each state: citizenship 

and education policies in Estonia, and land and education policies in Israel. Below, I 

justify this selection of policies as the most salient markers of the boundary-making 

between the state-owning titular groups and ethnic minorities in each country. As such, 

these policy areas are of the utmost significance for the understanding of the 

nationalizing states’ complex management of ethnic diversity. The general logic behind 

this selection of policy areas is derived from Aktürk’s (2012) study of regimes of 

ethnicities. In this work, Aktürk selected policy areas in which political contestation over 

the relationship between ethnicity and nationality coalesced in each country, creating 

tension between state-led nation-building process and minority self-identification 

(Aktürk, 2012, p.10).  

In Israel, the control of land and its ownership is in the crux of the conflict 

between Jews and Arabs, as it has been since the period of Mandatory Palestine (Harel-

Shalev, 2010; Peleg & Waxman, 2011; Shafir & Peled, 2002; Yiftachel, 2006). Both 
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groups attach symbolic value to this land derived from the historical, ancestral and 

religious meanings it holds in each community (Harel-Shalev, 2010; Peleg & Waxman, 

2011). Furthermore, both groups claim to be the indigenous populations and the rightful 

owners of the land (Jamal, 2011; Reiter, 2009). Hence, land ownership and the ability to 

exercise control over it is an important component of the collective identity of both Jews 

and Palestinian Arabs in Israel as they tie their past, present and future collective lives 

with the land (Dowty, 2001; Peleg & Waxman, 2011). As a result, nation-building 

projects advanced by one group have been challenged by the other group that laid claims 

to the very same territory (Zureik, 2001).  

The scarcity of land, in addition to its importance to the Zionist project of Jewish 

settlement in Israel (Haklai, 2011; Kretzmer, 1990), made it an imperative for the Jewish 

state to ensure Jewish ownership and control over the land. Israel developed a 

comprehensive land regime, making state land policy one of the main areas of large-scale 

infringements of the Palestinian Arabs’ rights (Kretzmer, 1990; Lustick, 1980; Shafir & 

Peled, 2002; Smooha, 1990; Yiftachel, 1999). For this reason, Israel’s land policy 

provides the most conspicuous example of the ethnonational interests that different state 

actors have pursued on behalf of the dominant national group, and for identifying the 

changing treatment of the PAI over time (Harel-Shalev, 2010; Lustick, 1980; Peleg & 

Waxman, 2011). 

Since the establishment of Israel, education policy has encapsulated the struggle 

over state definition and character, recognition and collective rights of the Palestinian 

Arabs in Israel, and the position of the minority within the Israeli society (Harel-Shalev, 

2010). Both the Jewish state and the Palestinian Arab minority have stakes in education 
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policy because through education policy governments facilitate particular civic and 

national identifications, and promote broader societal and political goals. These goals can 

facilitate integration, promotion of multicultural norms and provision of affirmative 

action, or advance segregation, discrimination and marginalization of ethnic communities 

from the dominant ethnonational community. In other words, education policy defines 

the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion of the minority in the state.   

Since its creation, Israel has maintained a separate Arab education system. 

However, this system is by no means equal to the Jewish one as the state has not granted 

it autonomous status or provided it with equal resources to those of the Jewish schools 

(Al Haj, 1995; Harel-Shalev, 2010; Shafir & Peled, 2002). Indeed, this system has been 

centrally controlled by the state in all its undertakings, including staffing, budgeting, and 

curriculum development of historical and cultural subjects that relate to the Palestinian 

national identity (Al Haj, 1995; Harel-Shalev, 2010). At the same time, the separate 

education stream constitutes a limited collective right granted to the Palestinian Arab 

minority to be educated in their mother tongue, the Arabic language, and promotes Arab 

culture (Harel-Shalev, 2010; Saban, 2002). Recent government programs for minority 

accommodation have extended the scope of state investment in the Arab education 

system. Overall, the education system in Israel is at once an arena of inclusion and 

exclusion of the Palestinian Arabs. The various policies employed in this sphere since 

1948 make it a very telling arena for sampling state treatment of the ethnic minority 

(Shafir & Peled, 2002).  

In Estonia, citizenship policy provides a conspicuous example of exclusionary 

policy employed toward an ethnic minority. The exclusion of Russian speakers from 
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political participation and employment in public administration ensured ethnic Estonian 

domination over state institutions and centres of power (Commercio, 2008; Smith, 1996). 

Citizenship policy has also been an instrument for forging the collective identity of 

Estonians by creating ethnically defined demos (Barrington, 1995b, p.743). Being the 

most profound area of minority exclusion and disenfranchisement, citizenship policy in 

Estonia has been the most salient and controversial issue during Estonia’s political 

transition in the early 1990s (Brubaker, 1992; Linz & Stepan, 1996).  

Education policy forms another important sphere for the demarcation of the 

boundaries of belonging to the state-owning nation. Initially, Estonia preserved the 

separate Russian language schooling system inherited from the Soviet Union (USSR). 

This allowed Russian speakers to receive publicly-funded education in their mother 

tongue and autonomously carry out decisions regarding their curriculum and learning 

materials, pedagogical styles, and even hiring of the teaching personnel. Over time, the 

preservation of the separate education system created significant disparities between 

Estonian and Russian-speaking schools (Krull & Trasberg, 2006; Lees, 2016). Thus, 

minority-language education in Estonia forms another salient and controversial issue in 

Estonia’s domestic politics (Vetik, 2002).  

Finally, significant policy shifts occurred over time in both states across all four 

policy areas. In Israel, a minority-friendly government’s ascent to power in 1992 marked 

a shift in land policy from exclusion and marginalization to attempted accommodation. 

This policy trajectory was reversed by the next government and Israel has remained in the 

general trajectory of backsliding since then. Education policy experienced a similar 

change as a result of the power shifts of the 1990s. However, since 2015, state policy 
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toward Arab education has been unfolding along a new trajectory of minority 

accommodation.  

In Estonia, in the late 1990s, the central government shifted from exclusion to 

providing a path for integration, primarily through language. The new policy was more 

moderate compared to the previous one and indicated the authorities’ acceptance of 

Estonia’s heterogeneity. In 2015, the Estonian government abolished its policy of not 

granting citizenship to the children of non-citizens born in the country, and adopted an 

opposite policy of granting citizenship to all children born in Estonia irrespective of 

ethnic background. In the sphere of education, Estonia limited the scope of the minority-

language education it had initially granted the Russian-speaking minority. However, this 

shift was not intended to be assimilative, as the Russian minority has still been able to 

preserve its ethnolinguistic identity through publicly funded education, just in a more 

limited format. Ultimately, minority education was neither eliminated nor granted full 

autonomy.  

Focused examination of policy changes Estonia and Israel adopted toward their 

ethnic minorities sheds light on the dynamic nature of nationalizing regimes’ treatment of 

ethnic minorities, often presumed to have a unified, coherent approach to regulation of 

diversity. To uncover the causal mechanisms generating the variation in state policies, 

process-tracing within each state is conducted from its independence – 1948 in Israel and 

1992 in Estonia—to the present time. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that not all markers of collective identity become 

politicized and contested within nationalizing states. Different cleavages, such as 

language, religion and class, can run across deeply divided states. For example, religion 
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is a clear marker of collective identity in both countries. Russian speakers are 

predominantly Russian orthodox, whereas most Estonians are Lutherans. Similarly, for 

Jews in Israel, Judaism is the common religious identity, whereas Palestinian Arabs are 

predominantly Muslim or Christian. However, religious identity did not become the most 

politically salient issue in either case and, therefore, it is not examined in this study. To 

better understand ethnic politics in these countries, I focus on the realms in which 

political contestation over the relationship between ethnicity and nationality coalesced 

(Aktürk, 2012). 

 

Operationalization and Measurements 

Dependent Variable  

The dependent variable—state policy toward an ethnic minority—takes values on 

a spectrum of inclusionary and exclusionary measures. That is to say that state policy is 

not a categorical variable. For example, citizenship law requiring a ten-year 

naturalization period can be characterized as more exclusionary than one that requires 

only two years (Barrington, 1999). In the same vein, naturalization by birth provides a 

more inclusive legal path to citizenship than one which requires passage of exams 

(Barrington, 1999). In redistributive and social policies, such as land and education, state 

policies are assessed according to the minority’s ability to access decision making 

processes on issues that pertain to them, particularly the shaping of policy objectives and 

decisions on the allocation of resources for their implementation. Accordingly, an 

affirmative action plan dedicating surplus resources to ethnic minorities is a more 

inclusive policy than one that allocates proportional resources according to the minority’s 
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share in the population. In the same vein, policies toward an ethnic minority designed and 

implemented without its input, on budgets that fall short of its share in the population, fall 

on the exclusionary end. Finally, in education policy, curricula are used as another 

indicator of the extent to which ethnic minorities’ distinct ethnolinguistic identities and 

historical narratives are recognized. 

 

Independent Variable 

To identify levels of fragmentation of political authority, I utilize three indicators: 

institutional rules that specify the actors with formal authority over the policy process, 

electoral outcomes and the policy preferences of the political partners in governing 

coalitions (Immergut, 1990; Spruyt, 2005; Tsebelis, 1995,1999), and bureaucratic drift in 

the policy process (Epstein & O’Halloran, 1994). A highly fragmented political authority 

is one that is characterized by multiple veto points along the decision-making chain, at 

which elected or non-elected officials can affect the probability of both policy change and 

its general trajectory. Alternatively, in areas with very few veto points along the decision-

making chain, political power is concentrated in the governing executive. In this 

situation, the executive has a unilateral capacity to enact its policies without depending 

on other state actors.  

 

Procedure 

In 2016 I undertook five months of field research in Israel and three months in 

Estonia to collect primary materials for this project. I conducted a total of 81 interviews 

and participated in several discussions and roundtables. The target population of 
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interview participants consisted of elected and non-elected state officials in relevant 

government ministries, including representatives of ethnic minorities in parliament and 

state institutions. The information gathered from interviews was used to gain an 

understanding of political and bureaucratic actors’ perceptions on the policymaking 

process and the institutional rules of “how things work.” A secondary group of 

interviewees consisted of participants who are external to the policymaking circles but 

are professionally engaged in the research or oversight over policy processes pertaining 

to ethnic minorities. This group included representatives of minority civil society 

organizations, research institutions, journalists, and academics.  

To protect the confidentiality of my interviewees, I took some necessary 

precautions. The information provided during the interviews was encrypted on a hard 

drive, the access to which is available only to the principal investigator. Furthermore, in 

the body of the dissertation, I refer to most interviewees by their general organizational 

affiliation and the date of the interview, not their personal names or other identifiers. The 

reader will note that some interviewees are referred to by their actual names. These 

interviewees elected to waive confidentiality, explicitly asking to be credited with the 

information they provided if I chose to cite them directly.  

Further, I read policy documents, government decisions and resolutions, bills and 

legislation, law amendments, coalitional agreements, government reports and state 

archival documents, as well as data and reports published by bureaus of statistics. These 

provided me with factual information and were used to corroborate information collected 

through participant interviews. These sources allowed the tracking of policy development 

in each area, including changes in languages, objectives, and the actors engaged in the 
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policy process. Finally, I utilized newspaper articles and research conducted by civil 

society organizations as secondary sources of information on policy development and 

implementation in each country. 

Finally, a few words of caution are in order regarding the data used in this 

research and the potential biases it represents for the analysis. First, the subjectivity of 

interview research and the interpretation of information obtained from seasoned 

politicians present potential biases in developing causal explanations. To overcome these 

potential pitfalls, I cross-checked interview data against official archival documents, 

timelines of legislative procedures, and data from civil society organizations that monitor 

state policies. Reliance on partially available information presents another potential 

limitation to the credibility of my findings. Obtaining access to the Israeli government 

archives on land policy, some of which are not digitized or declassified yet, presented one 

such challenge. In Estonia, my lack of knowledge of the state language created additional 

obstacles in examining available state records. To address these, I triangulated data from 

secondary sources on Israel’s land policy and used a machine translation service to 

translate texts from Estonian to English. 
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Chapter 5 

Estonia’s Citizenship Policy—Policymaking Process toward the 

Russian-speaking Minority 

 

Introduction 

Since its independence in 1991, Estonia adopted varied policies toward its 

Russian-speaking minority. While enacting nationalizing policies to privilege members of 

the dominant ethnonational group in the state (Commercio, 2008; Linz & Stepan, 1996; 

Schulze, 2014; Vetik, 2002), Estonia also adopted a complex range of policies toward its 

Russian-speaking minority, ranging from accommodation to exclusion (Agarin, 2010; 

Cheskin, 2015; Smith, 1996). This range of policies is counter-intuitive, given that the 

existing scholarship focuses on the exclusionary aspects of state policies (Brubaker, 

1996; Brubaker & Laitin, 1998; Marx, 2002; Smith et al., 1998; Stein, 2000). The 

assumption underlying this expectation is that dominant elites would not act against their 

nationalizing imperative and would opt instead for a unified, coherent exclusionary or 

assimilative approach to their ethnic minorities. 

This chapter and the following chapter present an analysis of Estonia’s state 

policies toward the Russian-speaking minority from 1991 to the present. Taken together, 

these chapters seek to explain why Estonia adopted diverse policies toward this minority, 

which at times contradicted the goals of the nationalizing state. Policy analysis in each 

chapter focuses on one key domain in state–minority relations in Estonia: citizenship and 

education, respectively.  
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The argument presented in these chapters is twofold. First, the policymaking 

process toward the Russian-speaking minority in Estonia has been neither coherent nor 

unified, as extant theories of nationalizing states assume. Instead, these policies have 

resulted from a dynamic domestic process determined by Estonian actors whose 

preferences do not always overlap, including ethnic Estonian political elites, civil 

servants, and educators.  

Second, these actors’ influence has varied across policy areas as a result of the 

fragmentation of political authority. In the sphere of citizenship, ethnic Estonian political 

elites with nationalist objectives who managed to concentrate political authority have 

determined this sphere exclusively. These elites shared electoral preferences to weaken 

political rivals who held inclusive citizenship views. By restricting citizenship, nationalist 

elites could limit minority political participation, thereby weakening the electoral support 

of their moderate rivals. These overlapping preferences allowed the governing coalitions 

to maintain an exclusionary policy toward the minority, even in the face of intensive 

external pressures. Since 2016, a shift in the dominant actors’ electoral preferences has 

resulted in the gradual moderation of citizenship policy and the adoption of a more 

inclusive approach to Russian speakers born in Estonia. 

Estonia’s education policy unfolded in a different manner. Extensive bureaucratic 

autonomy during the early state-building period fragmented political authority and 

allowed ethnic Estonian civil servants and educators to influence the policy process. This 

bureaucratic autonomy and entrepreneurship led to a more accommodating outcome than 

the governing coalitions at the time preferred.  
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This chapter undertakes a process-tracing analysis of Estonia’s citizenship policy. 

It identifies significant changes during three distinct periods: (1) Exclusion and 

encouragement of voluntary emigration (1991–1997); (2) Acceptance of Estonia’s 

heterogeneity (1998–2014); and (3) Opening the door? (2015–Present). The discussion of 

each period opens with a description of the policymaking process, followed by an 

explanation of the policy process and outcome. The characteristics of each period are 

briefly summarized in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Characteristics of Citizenship Policy toward the minority from 1992 to 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exclusion and Disenfranchisement (1991–1997)  

Development of the Initial Citizenship Policy 

Following the proclamation of Estonia’s independence on August 10, 1991, the 

country embarked on state- and nation-building projects. Citizenship became a central 

aspect of both of these projects, as it was instrumental in forging a collective national 

Estonian identity (Barrington, 1995b). The formation of a citizenship policy in the early 

1990s reflected the “restorationist” approach to state-building in Estonia. The idea of 

 1992-1997 1998-2014 2015-present 

Automatic 

citizenship 

Exclusionary Exclusionary Partial inclusion 

(birthright 

citizenship to non-

Estonian children) 

Naturalization 

procedure 

Exclusionary 

(stringent criteria) 

 

 

Exclusionary (some 

simplification) 

Exclusionary 
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state restoration facilitated the claim of restitution of the pre-Soviet form of Estonia’s 

statehood, the continuity of which Soviet rule disrupted (Brubaker, 1992; Park, 1994; 

Smith, 1996). The newly-independent state claimed legal continuity with Estonia’s 

statehood from 1940 and developed a comprehensive citizenship regime that reflected 

this restorationist state-building approach.  

Estonia’s citizenship policy established during this period reflects the 

expectations of the nationalist government that, by encouraging the minority to leave 

Estonia, it could solve the “Russian problem” and increase the proportion of ethnic 

Estonians in the population. Specifically, the government expected that the turbulent 

years of independence and an exclusionary citizenship law would induce emigration on 

the part of at least two-thirds of the minority (Laitin, 1998, 2003; Schulze, 2014). 

Estonian nationalists often stated this motivation to rid Estonia of Russian speakers 

(Barrington, 1995a; Laitin, 1998; Park, 1994). One infamous slogan at the time was: 

“Suitcase, train station, Moscow” (Mid-level official at the Chancellor of Justice, 

personal communication, July 18, 2016). Indeed, between 1991 and 1994, 41,782 non-

citizens left Estonia (Smith, 1996, p. 206). Yet, this was not a significant trend, as the 

total number of stateless persons in 1992 was around half a million (Schulze, 2014). 

Persons in this category were not allowed to join political parties and run for political 

office or vote in the national election (Schulze, 2014). 

The legal foundations of Estonia’s citizenship regime were based on Estonia’s 

Constitution, Citizenship Act, and the Aliens Law. On February 26, 1992, Estonia 

reaffirmed a modified version of the Citizenship Act of 1938, stating that only those who 

were citizens of the Republic before the Soviet takeover in 1940 and their descendants 
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were eligible for automatic citizenship (Vetik, 2002; Park, 1994). Because the majority of 

Russian speakers had moved to Estonia between 1940 and 1990 (as Soviet citizens), they 

did not meet this condition and were consequently denied citizenship in independent 

Estonia (Park, 1994; Schulze, 2014). Although the Act did not mention Russian speakers 

explicitly, only 150,000 non-Estonians (about a third of Russian speakers in Estonia at 

the time) were eligible for automatic citizenship. Of these, only 12,000 became citizens 

within a year after the law was introduced (Kelam, 1993, cited in Barrington, 1995b). As 

a result of the exclusionary citizenship regime and stringent naturalization process, 

approximately one-third of the total population of Estonia (494,000) became stateless in 

1992 (Schulze, 2014, p. 26).  

Although the Citizenship Act was purportedly based on the independent Estonian 

Republic’s citizenship law from 1938 and claimed legal continuity, it was, in fact, far 

more exclusionary. The original law is often cited as liberal and inclusive because it 

offered a simplified naturalization process for residents, a lax language proficiency 

requirement, and automatic citizenship to stateless persons’ children (Semjonov, 2002). 

However, the 1992 Act was not restored to its original form. As Semjonov (2002) pointed 

out, had it been, most Russian speakers would have qualified for a swift and simple 

naturalization process. Instead, it was designed to exclude the majority of Russian 

speakers from political membership in the state. First, the former military and security 

staff in the Soviet regime were entirely denied the possibility of naturalization (Vetik, 

2002). Further, the Act introduced additional requirements of a language test and a 

minimum two-year residence period in Estonia before and at least a year after applying 

for citizenship (Järve & Poleschuk, 2013). Because the commencement of the residence 
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period was set to March 1990, the earliest date to complete this period and apply for 

naturalization could not be before March 1993.  

The implication of the exclusionary citizenship regime was that most Russian 

speakers did not have the right to run for, and vote in, the first independent elections in 

September 1992 (Järve & Poleschuk, 2013). By the end of 1993, only 25,791 of the 

approximately 494,000 stateless persons in Estonia were naturalized (Kivirähk, 2014; 

Schulze, 2014).  

The citizenship regime also meant that the road to public service was blocked for 

most Russian speakers because only citizens were eligible for these positions. Steen’s 

study of state organs’ composition following the first parliamentary elections showed a 

very high proportion of representatives in state institutions were ethnic Estonians: 99% in 

parliament, 97% in the state bureaucracy, 83% in political parties, 81% in municipalities, 

and 96% in the judicial system (cited in Semjonov, 2002, p. 143).  

The Aliens Law from 1993 advanced the exclusionary approach to citizenship 

further, as the majority of Russian speakers were still stateless. The law required aliens to 

seek temporary residence permits by July 12, 1995, based on permanent residence and 

registration in the Estonian Soviet Socialist Republic before July 1, 1990 (UNHCR, 

2016). Importantly, these temporary residence permits did not guarantee that the 

individuals would not be deported when the permits expired (Laitin, 1998, p. 94). Within 

that period, temporary residents were expected to decide whether to seek Estonian 

citizenship, another country’s citizenship, or remain with “undetermined citizenship.” In 

the latter case, residents were to be issued a Soviet-era “alien” passport, a document 

intended for non-citizens’ international travel. Altogether, this legislation heightened the 
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sense of uncertainty among Russian speakers in Estonia and caused approximately one-

third of them to apply immediately for citizenship of the Russian Federation, which was 

extended to all former residents of the USSR (Agarin, 2010).  

In 1995 Estonia adopted a new Citizenship Act, introducing additional changes to 

the citizenship policy. The new requirements for naturalization included a civics 

examination and a more demanding language test that included a written component as 

well as an oral examination (Järve & Poleschuk, 2013; Vetik, 2002). These requirements 

made naturalization even more challenging for Russian speakers and led to a decrease in 

citizenship acquisition rates beginning in 1996 (Järve & Poleschuk, 2013). Naturalization 

rates dropped from approximately 20,000 persons annually between 1993 and 1995 to 

slightly over 15,000 in 1995 and approximately 8,000 by 1997, because of the addition of 

the stringent language examination (Grofman, Mikkel & Taagepera, 1999, p. 234). 

It is worth mentioning some exceptions to the exclusionary citizenship policy 

introduced in the first years after independence. These included automatic citizenship 

granted to approximately 10,000 Russian Old Believers (a group of Russians that arrived 

in Estonia in the 16th century fleeing religious persecution), who had been living in 

Estonia before 1940; a simplified naturalization procedure for approximately 90,000 non-

Estonians who registered as supporters of Estonia’s independence (Kivirähk, 2014), and 

citizenship for special services to 500 non-Estonian academics, artists, politicians, and 

athletes in recognition of their contributions to the state (Khrychikov & Miall, 2002).   

 In sum, in the first half of the 1990s, Estonia’s nationalizing governments 

adopted an exclusionary approach to citizenship and attempted to solve the “Russian 

problem” through disenfranchisement, exclusion from the political community, and by 
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implicitly encouraging their voluntary emigration from Estonia. The citizenship policy 

created during this period banned the majority of Russian speakers from most forms of 

political participation, including the right to vote in national elections, form or join 

political associations, and run for public office. Without citizenship, most of the Russian 

speakers, who constituted nearly 30% of the population in 1992, became disenfranchised, 

politically vulnerable, and unable to guarantee their rights (Schulze, 2014). In the long 

term, this policy also institutionalized the perpetuation of statelessness because the 

children of Russian speakers born in independent Estonia were also excluded from 

automatic citizenship.  

 

Explaining Exclusion and Disenfranchisement  

Estonia’s political parties were established during Perestroika and just before state 

independence. In 1991, the principal political actors were the Centre Party (formed that 

year out of the Popular Front of Estonia), Estonian National Independence Party (ENIP), 

and Pro Patria parties, among whom there was a shared agreement to pursue state 

independence, democratization, and economic liberalization (Pettai & Kreuzer, 1999). 

Yet, their preferred measures toward the Russian-speaking population differed. The 

Centre Party envisioned an inclusive Estonian state in which Russian speakers would 

become full citizens. The ENIP (the first independent political party established under the 

USSR regime in 1988) and the Pro Patria (Fatherland) Party (which would become the 

anchor of the nationalist bloc in the Estonian political party system) favoured an 

exclusionary approach and championed a restorationist approach to pre-1940 statehood 

(Pettai & Toomla, 2003; Toots, 2012).  
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The position on what to do with the Russian-speaking population was not only an 

ideological, nation-building dilemma. Electoral considerations were at play as well. 

Supported by Russian speakers and moderate Estonians, the Centre Party enjoyed a solid 

electoral base and the advantage of being the political power leading Estonia to 

independence. The two nationalist parties, on the other hand, presented themselves as a 

new political force that promised to “clean the house” by ridding the state from ex-

nomenklatura the Centre Party represented, purging Russian influence in the economy, 

and opening Estonia to the free market and Western integration (Pettai & Kreuzer, 1999). 

Thus, the nationalist parties had an electoral incentive to weaken the Centre Party in the 

first independent election, which they pursued by attempting to undermine its electoral 

viability. 

In the national referendum on state independence of 1991, an absolute majority of 

96% of ethnic Estonians voted in favour of Estonian independence, while only a third of 

Russian speakers supported it, and approximately half expressed the wish to see Estonia 

as part of the Soviet Union, albeit with greater autonomy (Kivirähk, 1991). The ENIP and 

Pro Patria capitalized on the Russian speakers’ independence vote, identified them as a 

“fifth column” of sorts, and called for their exclusion from the citizenry and the entire 

political decision-making process in independent Estonia (Vetik, 2002). Accordingly, 

these parties positioned themselves as the credible national alternative to the Centre Party 

and its founder Edgar Savisaar. Further, they made exclusionary citizenship policy and 

minority disenfranchisement the central characteristic of parliamentary politics. 

Following the declaration of independence on August 20, 1991, Savisaar became 

the first Prime Minister of Estonia and the head of the transitional government. However, 
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Savisaar resigned in January 1992 and was succeeded by Tiit Vahi, the Minister of 

Transportation, due to his failure to garner sufficient parliamentary support for the 

enactment of a state of emergency to manage inflation and food shortages (Lentz, 2013). 

This change in the governing executive strengthened the nationalist parties in the 

transitionary legislature, putting them in a position to pass an exclusionary citizenship 

law (Khrychikov & Miall, 2002). The timing of the adoption of the Citizenship Act was a 

strategic step taken by these parties who had the legislative power to weaken the Centre 

Party by disenfranchising its main electoral base. Accordingly, the enforcement of the 

Act before the constitutional referendum (June 28, 1992) and the first parliamentary 

elections (September 20, 1992) disenfranchised most Russian speakers (Commercio, 

2008). 

Further, because the Citizenship Act effectively barred most Russian speakers 

from participating in the first elections, political parties were not motivated to appeal 

even to those members of the minority who were eligible to vote because their size was 

relatively small and the Estonian nationalist sentiments were high. Only between 80,000 

and 90,000 non-Estonians (Russians and other minorities) were eligible to vote in these 

elections based on their pre-1940 residence (Grofman, Mikkel & Taagapera, 1999; 

Minorities at Risk, 2004). Others acquired this right through naturalization—of the 7,571 

applicants for citizenship in 1992, 5,417 were approved, of whom 1,428 were Russian 

speakers (Park, 1994). But overall, the majority of the half a million Russian speakers 

were not eligible to vote in these elections. As a result, even relatively moderate parties 

such as the Social Democrats used nationalist rhetoric to appeal to the more nationalist 

parties’ electorate (Linz & Stepan, 1996). This dynamic led to the elimination of a large 
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share of the Centre Party’s supporters from the voter pool and skewed the electorate in 

favour of ethnic Estonians.  

This strategy of weakening the Centre Party by disenfranchising a large share of 

its electorate proved successful in the first elections. Ethnic Estonians are estimated to 

have constituted over 90% of the electorate in the 1992 parliamentary elections, a 

significant skew toward the dominant group (Pettai & Kreuzer, 1999). Of a total of 

689,319 registered voters, 67.8% voted in the parliamentary elections on September 20, 

1992 (Inter-Parliamentary Union Database, 1992). Right-wing parties emerged victorious 

in these elections, headed by the Pro Patria Union (Fatherland), with 22% of the votes, 

which in the aftermath of the elections formed a nationalist governing coalition (Inter-

Parliamentary Union Database, 1992). Correspondingly, Estonia’s first parliament was 

ethnically homogenous, with 99% of all seats occupied by ethnic Estonians (Järve & 

Wellman, 1998). By comparison, Savisaar’s transitional government of 1990–1992 had 

23 Russian-speaking representatives in the parliament (Linz & Stepan, 1996). It is likely 

that the results of the first elections in 1992 would have played out very differently, with 

over 30% of the population composed of non-Estonians, most of whom, as the 

referendum results showed, did not support full independence and were unlikely to 

support the Estonian nationalist parties. With no Russian representatives following the 

1992 elections, the nationalist parties could ensure the ethnic Estonians’ domination over 

the state, as well as buttress their own political position in the government (Agarin & 

Regelman, 2012; Park, 1994). 

Because of the citizenship policy’s critical electoral importance, an exclusionary 

policy became the raison d'être of nationalist political parties in Estonia during the first 
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half of the 1990s (Pettai & Kruzer, 1999; Semjonov, 2002). In the absence of parties in 

the governing coalition who would veto such a policy, the government concentrated 

political authority over this issue and was able to pursue its preferred policy actively and 

unilaterally. Specifically, it blocked the so-called “zero option,” which would have 

granted citizenship and full political rights to all permanent residents (Semjonov, 2002). 

This government also vowed to increase the proportion of the population that was 

ethnically Estonian from a baseline of 63.5% to 80% by encouraging Russian speakers’ 

voluntary emigration from Estonia (Park, 1994).  

The nationalist government maintained tight control over citizenship policy to act 

on its ideological and electoral preferences to exclude Russian speakers from the political 

community and the electorate by expanding an exclusionary citizenship regime. 

Specifically, because the Citizenship Act did not provide a legal basis for the minority’s 

long-term residence in Estonia’s territory, the government adopted the Aliens Law and 

issued “Alien’s Passports” to regulate the minority’s political status (Semjonov, 2002). 

This expansion and institutionalization of the legal category of aliens made future policy 

changes that deviated from exclusion very difficult. Thus, the steps this government took 

increased the exclusionary citizenship policy’s stability and decreased the likelihood of 

rapid policy changes toward minority inclusion.   

To justify this policy, the Pro-Patria-led government perpetuated a discourse of 

the existential threat the Russian speakers posed to the Estonian nation and sovereignty. 

The minority, which constituted over one-third of the population, was said to be too large 

to be assimilated (Laitin, 1998). The Russian speakers were also framed as occupants, or 

at the very least, as tools of the Soviet occupation. This occupation had diluted the 
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Estonian population through a combination of deportation of ethnic Estonians and mass 

migration of Russian speakers to the Estonian SSR. The occupation was also viewed to 

be responsible for the Russification policy, which marginalized the Estonian language 

and culture in the public sphere (Commercio, 2008; Semjonov, 2002). The 

“…overwhelming longing of Estonians for ‘historical justice’ after 50 years of forcible 

Russification” (Lauristin & Vihalemm, 2009, p. 10) was used to justify the protectionist 

approach to nation-building that this government pursued (Linz & Stepan, 1996). 

The Pro Patria-led government monitored the implementation of its citizenship 

policy closely to sustain its campaign promise to purge Russian speakers from positions 

of power in the state. The pre-electoral nationalist slogan, “clear the field,” called for 

eliminating the Russian-speaking cadre from the civil service, which it dominated under 

Soviet rule (Commercio, 2008; Laar, 2006). Particularly, its goal was to remove Soviet-

era officials, first and foremost Russian speakers, from Estonia’s public institutions, and 

create a professional class of civil servants by bringing a new generation of officials into 

public institutions. Soviet-era officials were laid off and lost the privileged positions in 

state institutions they had occupied during the Soviet-era, as links to the Communist past 

in public administration were severed (Estonian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2009).  

The Estonian party system saw the emergence of new parties and shifts in 

political alliances during the period leading up to the 1995 parliamentary elections. The 

nationalist Pro Patria party merged with the Estonian National Independence Party 

(Toots, 2012). Together, they formed the Fatherland Union, which held a clear nationalist 

agenda that objected to simplifying the citizenship acquisition process. The Centre Party 

represented the interests of the losers of the transition period who campaigned to simplify 
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the citizenship naturalization process for Russian speakers, as well as for progressive tax 

reforms and an extensive welfare system for the under-privileged (Auers & Kasekamp, 

2009). Similarly, the centre-left People’s Union Party (initially “Estonian Country 

People’s Party”) had shared preferences with the Centre Party, as it held social-

democratic values and also supported the economically disadvantaged.  

Against the background of ethnic discrimination, a new ethnic Russian party—

referred to as “Our Home Estonia!” —entered the election race in 1995. This alliance of 

three Russian parties appealed to the existing Russian-speaking electorate, even if it 

lacked a unified ideological stance beyond its ethnic character (Raun, 1997). By the 1995 

parliamentary elections, 56,584 Russian speakers were eligible to vote, of whom 62% 

voted for “Our Home Estonia” and the rest cast their support behind smaller Russian 

parties or the mainstream Estonian ones (Khrychikov & Miall, 2002, pp.203-204).4 With 

the support of 5.9% of the entire electorate, “Our Home Estonia!” secured six seats of a 

total of 101 in the Riigikogu (Inter-Parliamentary Union Database, 1995). This was the 

only time an ethnic Russian party fared well in national elections. 

In the 1995 parliamentary elections, the centre-right parties were voted out and a 

new centre-left coalition was formed (Pettai & Kreuzer, 1999), in which the Coalition 

Party and Rural Union alliance formed a government with the minority-friendly Centre 

Party. The latter held a campaign position that was popular with the Russian-speaking 

voters and had an electoral preference to increase its voter base by simplifying 

naturalization for Russian speakers. However, it lacked the political clout to bring about 

this policy change, as its coalition partners had no similar preferences to adopt an 

 

4 For the complete calculation of voter estimates and their breakdown, see Krychikov and Miall (2002). 
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inclusive citizenship policy. The Coalition Party was a catch-all party that drew support 

mostly from ethnic Estonian voters, even if it was more moderate on national questions 

than Pro Patria voters. Both the Coalition Party and the Rural Alliance held similar 

preferences on citizenship policy as their more right-wing counterparts (Laitin, 2003). 

Much like their nationalist predecessors in power, these parties’ primary commitments 

were democratization, liberalization of the market, and orientation to the West. The 

primary difference was the preferred speed of reforms and the mechanisms used to 

counter their adverse side effects (Inter-Parliamentary Union Database, 1995).  

Just six months after the government formed, a scandal related to a secret tape of 

confidential pre-electoral negotiations that involved Savisaar became public, and the 

Centre Party left the coalition (Pettai & Toomla, 2003). With this minority-advocate party 

out of the coalition, the government had no ideological commitments to adopt more 

inclusionary criteria for minority naturalization or electoral incentives to increase the 

proportion of Russian-speaking voters in Estonia rapidly.  

Further, the government resisted strong international pressure to simplify the 

naturalization procedures, including pressure to streamline the stringent guidelines for the 

naturalization of children born in Estonia. Instead, it adopted a defensive position against 

international pressure to comply with the Organization for Security and Co-operation in 

Europe (OSCE) recommendations on citizenship policy. Specifically, in response to a 

visit by the OSCE High Commissioner on National Minorities in 1997, the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs issued a statement arguing that “The Convention on the Rights of the 

Child and the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights does not contain a 

legal obligation by Estonia to automatically provide citizenship to all children born in 
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Estonia” (Semjonov, Karzetskaja & Ezhova, 2015, p. 3). The Foreign Ministry justified 

the lack of automatic citizenship for children and suggested that to avoid child 

statelessness, Russian speakers could obtain Russian Federation citizenship, which was 

easily accessible to them as former Soviet citizens (Semjonov, Karzetskaja & Ezhova, 

2015).  

In sum, with the exception of the Centre and Russian parties, Estonian parties had 

vested electoral and intra-majority incentives to maintain an exclusionary citizenship 

policy. Between 1992 and 1997, the Estonian governments concentrated policymaking 

authority over citizenship in the governing executives and oversaw its implementation, as 

the dominant ethnic Estonian political parties shared the benefits of disenfranchising 

most Russian speakers. In addition, the moderate parties’ socially-conscious agenda did 

not translate into parliamentary support for changing the citizenship policy because, like 

their centre-right counterparts, they also supported an exclusionary policy. The broad 

preference for exclusionary citizenship among Estonian elites who had concentrated 

authority over this issue buttressed the already exclusionary policy adopted in the early 

1990s. 

 

Acceptance of Heterogeneity (1998–2014)   

Shifting toward Acceptance of Demographic Heterogeneity  

By the end of the decade, the nationalizing state came to terms with the Russian-

speaking minority’s permanent residence in the state, thus signifying a break from the 

previous state policy toward the group (Laitin, 2003). This period is characterized by a 

policy shift from limited political rights and no state responsibility for the minority to the 
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acceptance of Estonia’s heterogeneity and the development of programs for minority 

integration (Agarin, 2010, p. 170). With respect to citizenship, Estonia shifted from 

exclusion to providing a path for integration, primarily through language skills. Yet, it 

placed the onus to pursue that path largely on the Russian-speaking minority. Thus, while 

Estonian elites advocated an exclusionary citizenship regime openly during the first 

period, during the second period, they claimed that they desired integration, but blamed 

the lack thereof on Russian speakers’ poor language skills.  

The first indication of the new approach was the amendment of the Citizenship 

Act in 1998. This amendment made it simpler for stateless children under the age of 15 to 

naturalize. The new procedure allowed children born in Estonia after 1992 to become 

citizens based on a declaration of their parents’ stateless status and legal residence in 

Estonia (Järve, 2007, p. 47).  

The following year, the government passed a comprehensive program to integrate 

the Russian-speaking minority into Estonia’s society, economy, and politics. This state 

program, entitled “Integration in Estonian Society 2000–2007” was envisioned as a long-

term process, at the end of which all Estonian residents, regardless of their ethnic 

background, will have a sense of belonging to the state and equal opportunities to 

contribute to the Estonian society and state, while also being guaranteed the right to 

preserve their language and culture (Integration in Estonian Society, 2000). Thus, the 

main focus of the program was on cultural integration through language acquisition, and 

the problem of unresolved citizenship was not dealt with explicitly. The main objective in 

this respect was to increase naturalization rates through the acquisition of language skills, 

not by changing the naturalization procedure. The program’s practical goals were to 
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increase Russian speakers’ fluency in Estonian, a skill that would allow them to obtain 

citizenship with greater ease (Vetik, 2002).  

Overall, the Estonian policymakers who developed the program believed that the 

key to minority integration was improved proficiency in the official language, not a legal 

change in the naturalization process and minority’s statelessness status. The program 

placed the onus for integration on the minority itself. Its developers envisioned 

integration as a one-way process, stating that: “Integration requires a serious effort on the 

part of non-Estonians since language skills and the resulting competitiveness do not come 

on their own” (Integration in Estonian Society 2000–2007). Language and citizenship, in 

turn, were viewed as necessary to access the economy.  

The political discourse on citizenship policy also shifted during this period. While 

in the early 1990s, nationalist elites boasted about the role of stringent and exclusive 

naturalization requirements, by the end of the decade, government officials began to 

attribute the low naturalization rates and pervasive statelessness (or alien status) to the 

minority’s insufficient proficiency in the state language (Agarin, 2010). This way, the 

government sought to shift the responsibility for the Russian speakers’ statelessness from 

deliberate policy design (which was intended to exclude, marginalize, and encourage the 

minority to emigrate) to the Russian speakers themselves. Pervasive statelessness was 

attributed to the Russian speakers’ inaction in regard to their legal status (Agarin, 2010). 

In other words, the minority failed to undertake necessary action to resolve the problem 

of their statelessness by fulfilling the requirements for the acquisition of Estonian 

citizenship.  
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Consistently with this shift, Estonian lawmakers began to refer to non-citizens as 

“persons with undetermined citizenship,” rather than using the previously accepted 

terminology of “stateless people,” implying that these persons’ legal status was 

unresolved rather than intrinsically inferior because of Estonia’s citizenship regime. In 

2005, the Minister of Population and Ethnic Affairs, Paul-Eerik Rummo, stated, “The 

Estonian state treats the problems of the cultural and linguistic identity of the other 

language speaking co-citizens (here I employ the word ‘citizen’ in a broader sense 

distinct from the narrow juridical one, while referring to all people living here, including 

those who have not yet decided on their citizenship and those who have chosen other 

states’ citizenship)…”5 This narrative on statelessness presented the minority as the 

agents responsible for the existence of the legal category of “undetermined citizenship” 

because some of them had not made a choice yet, and others had chosen citizenship in 

another country already (most likely Russia). 

In 2007, Estonia launched its second integration program, entitled “Estonian 

Integration Strategy 2008–2013.” This program was a direct continuation of the first one, 

and like its predecessor, it also maintained cultural and linguistic integration’s precedence 

over political membership and naturalization. The program’s developers justified this 

position by arguing that “Studies show that obtaining Estonian citizenship in itself does 

not solve all integration-related problems” (Estonian Integration Strategy 2008–2013, 

2007, p. 11).  

 

5 Speech of Paul-Eerik Rummo, the Minister of Population and Ethnic Affairs, at the Conference of the 

Estonian Bureau of Lesser-used Languages in Roosta, Läänemaa, 30/09/2005. Source available upon 

request. Emphasis is mine.  
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It is likely that the program’s developers viewed the gradual naturalization and 

continued decline in statelessness rates as potential solutions for statelessness over time. 

According to population register data, naturalization rates averaged between 4,000 to 

5,000 annually in the 2000s (Estonian Integration Strategy 2008–2013, 2007). These rates 

explain, in part, the continued decline in the proportion of stateless persons from 32% in 

1992 to 12% in 2003 and 9% in 2007 (Integrating Estonia 2020, 2014; Semjonov, 

Karzetskaja & Ezhova, 2015). The steep decline in the rates of statelessness also resulted 

from the acquisition of citizenship in the Russian Federation, which by 2003 was held by 

7% of Estonia’s population (Semjonov, Karzetskaja & Ezhova, 2015).  

The integration programs’ efforts focused primarily on the Russian-speaking 

youth, their language competency in Estonian, and a clear path to political and social 

membership in the country. Yet, the collective sense of political exclusion on the 

Russian-speaking minority’s part as a result of the Citizenship Act’s strict provisions 

grew strong and became most pronounced during the Bronze Night events in 2007. The 

Bronze Night protests took place in the capital, Tallinn, and were triggered by the 

government’s decision to relocate a Soviet-era memorial from a central location to a 

military cemetery. The protests turned to mass riots that led to the death of one person, 

while 100 people were injured and approximately 900 were detained by the police 

(Schulze, 2010).  

Second-generation Russian-speaking youths’ participation in the Bronze Night 

events had a dramatic effect on their identification with and sense of belonging to the 

Estonian state. Data from the Population Register showed a steady decline in the 

perceived value and desirability of Estonian citizenship on the part of Russian speakers, 
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particularly Russian-speaking youth aged 15-19 who were born and raised in independent 

Estonia (Estonia Integration Monitoring, 2011). In 2005, 74% of persons with 

undetermined citizenship expressed a wish to obtain Estonian citizenship; however, 

barely a year after the Bronze night events, this figure dropped to 51% (Estonia 

Integration Monitoring, 2011, p. 7). Survey results from 2011 showed that 12% of 

Russian-speaking youth preferred to opt for Russian citizenship, and another 19% chose 

not to acquire Estonian citizenship at all, indicating that over a third of Russian youth did 

not naturalize (Estonia Integration Monitoring, 2011).  

Government institutions, particularly the ministries in charge of the integration 

programs, viewed this trend among the Russian-speaking youth as a worrisome 

development. The number of stateless youth below the age of 15 in Estonia, whose 

parents were both stateless and who had not applied for their child’s naturalization, stood 

at 2,887 children (Government of the Republic of Estonia, 2008). Several government 

ministries took steps to increase naturalization rates through the improvement of the 

prestige of Estonian citizenship and the ceremony that accompanied its acquisition. In 

2008, the Ministry of Population and Ethnic Affairs launched a campaign under the 

banner: “When living in Estonia, it is nice to have Estonian citizenship!,” which served to 

create a more festive citizenship-granting ceremony (Government of the Republic of 

Estonia, 2008). Simultaneously, the Ministry of Interior resolved to provide Russian-

speaking youth and their parents with more information on the naturalization process. 

Ministry officials held information sessions in schools with Russian language instruction 

and sent direct mail to parents of stateless youth as well (Government of the Republic of 

Estonia, 2008). Further, in 2009, Estonia introduced reimbursement for courses on the 
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Constitution and citizenship if citizenship applicants passed the citizenship exam 

successfully (Huddleston, Niessen, Ni Chaoimh, & White, 2011). In short, government 

ministries adopted various tactics to remedy the noticeable alienation amongst second-

generation Russian speakers.  

Nevertheless, the Estonian citizenship policy remained comparatively strict 

throughout this period. Although the naturalization requirements were moderate relative 

to the rest of Europe, Estonia decided not to opt for the more conventional testing 

methods, such as interviews rather than exams, and a lower standard for language 

proficiency exams (Huddleston, Niessen, Ni Chaoimh, & White, 2011, pp. 72-73). At the 

beginning of 2013, 90,533 Russian speakers were still legal “aliens” in Estonia 

(Muiznieks, Rozenvalds, & Birka, 2013, p. 293). 

In 2014, Estonia began to implement the third integration program, entitled 

“Integrating Estonia 2020.” Like the two previous programs, this seven-year program 

focused primarily on social and economic integration. The reduction of the rates of 

persons with undetermined citizenship was only a peripheral goal of this program. This is 

because, according to its writers that objective had already been met by 2014, at which 

point the rates of persons with undetermined citizenship dropped to 6.5%, down from the 

previous mark of 9% in 2007 (Integrating Estonia 2020, 2014). This program addressed 

no additional provisions in the sphere of citizenship and political rights.  

 

Explaining the Acceptance of Estonia’s Heterogeneity 

In 1998, Estonia’s citizenship policy shifted away from an exclusionary policy of 

mass disenfranchisement and encouragement of voluntary emigration toward greater 
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emphasis on minority integration and acceptance of the ethnic heterogeneity of society 

(Agarin, 2010; Laitin, 2003). This shift was undertaken by the Coalition and Rural 

Alliance government, whose few coalition partners had proximate ideological positions 

toward the Russian speakers and electoral preferences for excluding most of them from 

voting rights. The new policy measures reflect the government’s attempt to balance its 

preferences of minority integration while simultaneously delaying the minority’s 

inclusion in the political community.  

The actualization of this government’s preferred policy outcomes was possible 

because it had concentrated authority over this issue in its own hands. Subsequent 

governments went even further to consolidate power over citizenship policy by placing 

this issue at the cornerstone of coalition agreements. This step allowed them to decrease 

the probability of further changes and maintain an exclusionary policy toward adult 

Russian-speaking non-citizens. Indeed, until 2015 no additional changes were made to 

citizenship policy. 

On the one hand, the governing Coalition Party and the Rural Alliance recognized 

that the previous policy of exclusion had exhausted itself, as the majority of Russian 

speakers did not emigrate from Estonia despite the stringent citizenship policy (Laitin, 

2003). The government agreed in principle to provide an easier path for integration and 

amended the citizenship policy to provide non-Estonian children born in the state’s 

territory with a legal path to naturalization.  

On the other hand, the government likely shared the same nationalist sentiments 

toward the Russian speakers as the nationalist parties and maintained the electoral 

preference to limit the access of this sizable group to the political community. Therefore, 



 

105 

 

according to the new policy, the onus to pursue integration was placed on the Russian 

speakers rather than the state. Instead of simplifying the naturalization process, the state 

required the minority to acquire Estonian language skills. The naturalization of Estonia-

born children followed a similarly cautious path by limiting the pool of potential 

applicants and placing the responsibility for applying on the parents.  

The adoption of the new policy toward Russian speakers stemmed from the 

minority government’s acceptance of the reality of Estonia’s heterogeneity (Laitin, 2003). 

This perspective on the composition of Estonian society and future demographics likely 

made this government receptive to the criticisms of exclusionary policy that the Vera-

Project’s Estonian social scientists voiced in 1997. This group of academics brought to 

the political elite’s attention the pressing need to address Russian speakers’ growing 

marginalization in Estonia (Agarin, 2010).  

To be sure, although the initiative derived from a non-political group of experts, 

their primary objective was not to champion minority rights or introduce multicultural 

policies as such. Rather, they were motivated by concerns for long-term societal cohesion 

and political stability (Agarin & Regelman, 2012). They were alarmed by the negative 

prospects for Estonia’s social development as a result of Russian speakers’ 

marginalization and political exclusion. Accordingly, they argued that the 

“Marginalization of large parts of the population who would not leave the country, as 

many policymakers of early state-building had hoped,” was detrimental to social stability 

and minority integration (Järve & Poleshchuk, 2010, p.6). Accordingly, their initiative 

focused on minority integration through educational and linguistic measures, not through 

the minority’s political inclusion. Their arguments fell on receptive ears in the 
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government, and the Minister of Population and Ethnic Affairs, Andra Veidemann, 

appointed key figures from this group to develop state policy for minority integration 

(Agarin, 2010). The first iteration of the integration program was presented to the 

government in 1998. 

The government also amended the citizenship policy to recognize the reality of 

Estonia’s heterogeneity and provide non-Estonian children born in the state’s territory 

with a legal path to naturalization. Although the government defended its citizenship 

policy pertaining to stateless children assertively in 1997, over the course of the 

following year, this issue triggered heated debates within the ruling coalition and among 

legal experts (Järve, 2007). This was caused by the incompatibility of the Citizenship Act 

of 1995 with the ratification of international covenants on the rights of children that 

included provisions for their right to acquire citizenship. Consequently, in December 

1998, the government resolved the issue and created a legal path for the naturalization of 

children under the age of 15 who were born in Estonia after 1992.  

Importantly, this policy change reflected the government’s preferences to provide 

children born in Estonia with the right to naturalize, while limiting the pool of potential 

applicants at the same time. Only children under the age of fifteen who were born in the 

territory of Estonia after February 26, 1992, and whose parents were stateless could 

apply. The age limit would have also mitigated, at least in the short term, the electoral 

consequences that negated the preferences of the governing elites. Further, rather than 

qualifying for citizenship automatically, the amendment placed the responsibility for 

stateless children’s naturalization on their parents. Those who wished to apply on their 
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child’s behalf had to declare their statelessness and prove a minimum of five years of 

legal residence in Estonia (Järve, 2007).  

In the aftermath of the 1999 parliamentary elections, a coalition of the Reform 

Party, the Moderates Party, and the nationalist Pro Patria Union formed a majority centre-

right government. A prominent social scientist and a key member of the academic Vera-

Project, Marju Lauristin, joined the Moderate Party’s list and became the head of the 

Moderate parliamentary Caucus in 1999. Upon entering the coalition, she convinced the 

Moderate and Reform parties, and even the nationalist Pro Patria Union, to agree on the 

need to address Russian speakers’ marginalization through a comprehensive integration 

program (Laitin, 2003). The Pro Patria Union conditioned its support for the program 

upon guarantees that its nationalist agenda would not be compromised, and that Estonia 

would uphold its commitment to be a nation-state with only one recognized nation 

(Laitin, 2003, p. 201).  

The coalition agreement positioned the existing legal framework of citizenship 

policy, derived from the Citizenship and the Alien Acts, as its cornerstone (Triple 

Alliance Coalition Agreement, 1999). This meant that attempts to simplify the 

naturalization process and comply with the aforementioned European Union (EU) 

pressures would have risked a coalition breakdown. Additionally, the placement of 

citizenship policy as the cornerstone of coalition agreement became the Estonian 

governments’ routine practice and ensured the policy’s irrevocability (Former adviser to 

the Minister of Population and Ethnic Affairs, personal communication, July 21, 2016). 

This step ensured both the concentration of political authority over citizenship policy in 

the governing executives and the reduction of the probability of policy change. Thus, the 
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“Russian question” was to be addressed through a lengthy integration process that set out 

to be a “…prerequisite for a lasting and loyal citizenry in the shaping” (Triple Alliance 

Coalition Agreement, 1999).  

The features of the integration program that focused on citizenship and political 

rights reflected the ethnic Estonian majority political elites’ preferences over which the 

coalition members agreed. The integration program reflected both the perception of the 

threat the ruling elites perpetuated and their electoral preferences to prevent the 

expeditious naturalization of the entire minority population. The policymakers hoped that 

having minority membership in the political community conditional on a lengthy cultural 

and linguistic integration (Integrating of Non-Estonians into the Estonian Society, 1999), 

would transform the Russian speakers. They would be socialized in the “Estonian way,” 

and sufficiently trusted to participate in politics only thereafter. This long-term path of 

integration before political inclusion required the Russian minority’s continuous 

confirmation of loyalty to the Estonian nation-state (Semjonov, 2002).  

In sum, ethnic Estonian experts conceived and developed the first integration 

policy and the governing coalition adopted it (Agarin, 2010; Kallas, Mihkelsoo, & Plaan, 

2013). The government approved the formation of an expert team to draft the integration 

program in mid-1997, long after the Centre party, the only champion of minority rights in 

the early days of the coalition, had already left the government. The governing coalition’s 

preferences were attributable to their acceptance of the new reality of a heterogenous 

Estonian society in which Russian speakers were a permanent fixture, not to a change of 

heart toward the Russian-speaking minority or any interest in catering to its preferences. 

Namely, none of the coalition partners obtained significant electoral support from the 



 

109 

 

Russian-speaking voters. The Moderates and Reform parties drew their political support 

from intellectual Estonians, while the Pro Patria Union, whose base of support was right-

wing nationalist voters, agreed to the program reluctantly, so long as it did not clash with 

their ethnonational vision of the state. Ultimately, the governing elites concluded that it 

was in their best electoral interest to delay Russian speakers’ access to the political 

community while offering a path to citizenship that would require the minority to take on 

Estonian attributes, with the hope that by the time the Russian speakers did become 

citizens, they would be a trustworthy ethnic minority.   

The successor government did not alter this cautious policy trajectory in 

citizenship. Moreover, the right-wing coalition of the Reform Party, the nationalist Union 

of Pro Patria and Res Publica, and the Social Democratic Party elected in 2007 adopted 

the second integration program. In this manner, the Estonian government resolved to 

continue with the careful integration strategy placing emphasis on the improvement of the 

minority’s fluency in the Estonian language as a means to become integrated successfully 

in Estonian politics, economy, and society (Estonian Integration Strategy 2008–2013, 

2007). 

The mass riots in April 2007 that were triggered by the relocation of the Bronze 

Soldier monument, described in the previous section, occurred barely a month following 

the elections and were proximate to the program’s development. This led some to argue 

that the riots resulted in greater minority participation in the second integration program’s 

policy formation stage and affected the priorities expressed in this program (Lauristin & 

Vihalemm, 2009). However, the Bronze Night events’ immediate effects can be 

overstated. The second integration program was already in the making before the events 
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and it did not present a significant policy shift favourable to the minority. Nevertheless, 

the riots may have begun to reshape the political elites’ perceptions of ethnic relations in 

Estonia and the threat of ethnic violence.  

Importantly, the right-wing government ignored neither the crisis nor the 

worrisome trend of the failure of integration programs among the Russian-speaking 

youth. In 2011, while implementing the second integration program, the Integration 

Monitoring report painted a bleak picture of the Russian speakers’ fluency in the state 

language, which was central in both integration programs. According to the report, two-

thirds of middle-aged and older people, and nearly a third of youth were still unable to 

understand information in the Estonian language over a decade after the first program 

was launched (Integration Monitoring, 2011).  

According to some scholars, the most important aspect of the Bronze Night events 

for policymaking was that it was led by Russian-speaking youth (Nimmerfeld, Schulze, 

& Taru, 2011). Policymakers took the high levels of Russian youths’ involvement in the 

riots as an indication of the failure of the integration programs, as they focused 

particularly on second-generation Russian speakers. Further, this raised concerns about 

potential ethnic violence and political instability and highlighted the urgent need to 

reshape minority policies and integration programs (Lauristin & Vihalemm, 2009). This 

understanding resulted in a reassessment of the citizenship policy toward these youth and 

brought the “Russian question” to the centre of the political agenda in Estonia (Cheskin, 

2015). 

In addition to the steps the Ministry of Interior took to increase Estonian 

citizenship’s prestige among Russian-speaking youth, a more profound change appeared 



 

111 

 

in the political arena. As some Russian speakers did manage to obtain citizenship despite 

the obstacles, Estonian political parties began to understand this constituency’s electoral 

potential. As a result, some parties appealed to Russian-speaking voters increasingly and 

became more receptive to including Russian-speaking politicians at the top of their 

ranks—an openness these parties certainly did not show in the 1990s and 2000s (Agarin, 

2010; Poleshchuk, 2010). The Social Democrats even nominated a Russian politician, 

Evgeny Ossinovsky, as their party leader. A similar trend was found among Russian 

speakers who entered politics. While in the first two decades, Russian speakers tended to 

join the Centre Party primarily, seeing it as the only avenue for a political career, in the 

2010s, they began to pursue politics in most parties in Estonia (Toots, 2012). The Social 

Democratic and Reform Parties integrated policy ideas on Russian minority rights, and 

education and citizenship policies in their party platforms, allowing them to challenge the 

Centre Party’s monopoly over the Russian-speaking voters. 

Simultaneously, Russian speakers’ votes became more diverse. Whereas in the 

first decade, the political choice for eligible Russian-speaking voters ranged from voting 

for the Centre Party or not voting at all, in the 2010s, younger, integrated, and 

economically successful Russian voters began to support Estonian parties, which until 

then largely saw only ethnic Estonians as their potential electorate (Estonia Integration 

Monitoring, 2011, p. 16). Agarin (2010) suggested that this voting behaviour was likely a 

tactical wager of minority leaders who ran within Estonian parties and had a greater 

opportunity to influence policies on minority issues from within these parties compared 

to Russian parties or the Centre party, which were less involved in governance.  
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However, with respect to the citizenship policy, the trajectory remained 

unchanged as a result of the provisions set out in the coalition agreements. Accordingly, 

in 2014, the Estonian government followed the established routine of addressing minority 

issues through targeted integration programs and launched the third such program. Like 

the previous two programs, this one was also adopted by a right-of-centre government. 

The Pro Patria Union nationalist party continued to hold a firm position on exclusionary 

citizenship that did not reflect the widely-held policy sentiments sympathetic to 

simplifying the naturalization process. According to a public opinion survey conducted in 

2011, 57% of ethnic Estonians believed that children born in Estonia after independence 

should be granted Estonian citizenship automatically, regardless of their parents’ legal 

status (Estonian Integration Monitoring, 2011). Having the governing coalition’s survival 

hinging on its support, the Pro Patria Union was in a position to veto movement to ease 

access to citizenship for Russian speakers.  

In sum, the trajectory of the citizenship policy remained stable throughout this 

period. The governing Estonian political actors successfully achieved their preferred 

policy outcomes through the exclusion of Russian speakers from political participation 

and the adoption of integration programs that made marginal concessions to the existing 

citizenship policy. Instead, they favoured a slow and unilateral process of minority 

integration through cultural and linguistic means, at the end of which trustworthy Russian 

speakers could become full members of Estonia. This practical accomplishment of the 

elected officials’ preferences was possible because they buttressed citizenship policy, 

concentrating authority in the governing executives. By placing citizenship policy in the 

heart of coalition agreements, they increased the stakes of a coalition breakdown if one of 
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the partners attempted to change citizenship policy. The implication of the political 

domination of Estonian parties and the stringent coalition agreements was that minority-

friendly and ethnic minority parties lacked veto powers to bring about a significant policy 

shift toward minority inclusion. Likewise, the likelihood of bureaucratic drift was weak 

as a result of the consolidation of authority over citizenship in the government.  

 

Opening the Door? (2015–Present) 

Extension of Citizenship Rights to all Estonia-born Children 

On January 21, 2015, the Estonian government adopted an amendment to the 

Citizenship Act that abolished the long-standing reproduction of statelessness by 

introducing birthright citizenship to children born in Estonia. This change marked a 

policy shift from the previous focus on greater integration, which placed the onus on the 

minority, to a new approach characterized by assuming citizenship rights to Estonian-

born children irrespective of ethnic background. On the one hand, this shift introduced 

citizenship by birth to Estonia-born Russian speakers. On the other hand, no further 

change has occurred for the older generation Russian speakers.  

Citizenship by birth to Estonia-born Russian speakers has turned around the 

balance of parent-state responsibility. Whereas prior to the change, the onus was on 

Russian-speaking parents to actively pursue naturalization for their children, the new 

direction did not. Parents had to apply to the authorities only if they wished to renounce 

Estonian citizenship on behalf of their child (The Committee on the Rights of the Child, 

2015). Moreover, the amended Citizenship Act was applied retroactively to all Estonia-

born children who were below the age of fifteen on the day it entered force, January 1, 
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2016 (UNHCR, 2016). Specifically, children born on or after January 2, 2001 were 

automatically granted citizenship. Thus, after 25 years of independence, Estonia’s 

citizenship policy ceased to perpetuate statelessness for Russian speakers’ children.  

However, the policy remained unchanged for the adult non-citizen population 

during this period. According to data from the Police and Border Control Board, there 

were 217,432 non-citizen residents in Estonia at the beginning of 2016, among whom 

85,301 had undetermined citizenship, 93,186 were Russian Federation citizens, and 

38,945 were citizens of another country (Senior official at the Ministry of Interior, 

personal communication, July 7, 2016). In 2017, the proportion of stateless persons in 

Estonia constituted 6% of the population (European Commission, 2019).  

 

Explaining the Abolition of Child Statelessness 

In March 2014, Prime Minister Andrus Ansip of the Reform party resigned, and 

the Reform and the Social Democratic parties formed a new coalition (EURACTIV, 

2015). The new cabinet amended the Citizenship Act on January 21, 2015, and 

introduced the provision for naturalization by birth to all children born in Estonia 

regardless of their parents’ ethnic background and legal status. The extension of 

citizenship to these children eliminated their parents’ need to file an application on behalf 

of their children (The Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2015).  

This change was possible due to two factors. First, this amendment was initiated 

by this right-of-centre coalition, whose agenda was to abolish the reproduction of child 

statelessness without changing other principles of the citizenship policy for the remaining 

non-citizens in Estonia (Semjonov, Karzetskaja & Ezhova, 2015). Because the Pro Patria 
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Union was no longer a part of the government, the changes introduced did not carry the 

potential of breaking down this cabinet. The governing Reform or Social Democratic 

parties were also not fearful of being penalized electorally in the subsequent 

parliamentary elections because the moderate Estonian electorate supported automatic 

citizenship for non-Estonian children (Estonian Integration Monitoring, 2011). In 

addition, as discussed in the section on the previous period, these parties had been 

seeking the Russian-speaking voters’ electoral support since the early 2010s, and 

Russian-speaking voters had already shown some such support for the Estonian parties 

(Agarin 2010; Estonia Integration Monitoring, 2011; Schulze, 2018). The merger of the 

small Russian Party with the Social Democratic Party in 2012 drew additional minority 

support for the Social Democrats (Schulze, 2018).  

Second, the new government had sufficient parliamentary support to pass its 

amendment. The Reform and Social Democrats had 52 of the 101 seats in the Riigikogu 

and the remaining 49 seats were split between the opposition parties: 26 for the minority-

friendly Centre Party and 23 for the nationalist Pro Patria and Res Publica Union (Inter-

Parliamentary Union Database, 2011). In the vote on the amendment of the Citizenship 

Act, 61 MPs voted in favour, 12 against, and 28 abstained (Riigikogu, 2015). These 

results indicate that the government enjoyed the extra-parliamentary support from the 

Centre Party to pass this policy change. 

At the same time, the question about the remaining non-citizens’ legal status was 

left open for the time being. Without a coalition partner whose preferences for citizenship 

diverged from theirs and who could veto reform, the Reform–Social Democrat coalition 

had a window of opportunity to grant citizenship to the remaining stateless people in 
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Estonia. As already mentioned, in 2016, there were still 217,432 non-citizen residents in 

Estonia, among whom 85,301 had undetermined citizenship (Senior official at the 

Ministry of Interior, personal communication, July 7, 2016). However, unlike automatic 

citizenship for children—a policy that enjoyed widespread support—relaxing the 

naturalization process for the remaining non-citizens might have had far-reaching 

ramifications for electoral politics. The continuing increase in the number of naturalized 

Russian speakers in Estonia could facilitate either their gradual assimilation over 

generations or a speedier increase in the minority’s political power and consolidation of 

its political capital (Cheskin, 2015).  

The Centre Party has also more likely preferred the existing citizenship policy to 

the simplification of naturalization for all Russian-speaking aliens and residents who 

were citizens of other countries. This is because the payoff from passing legislation that 

would automatically grant citizenship to the remaining Russian speakers in the country is 

uncertain. First, as Agarin (2010) demonstrated, over the preceding decade, the new 

voters were more likely to distribute their support across the mainstream Estonian parties. 

Second, the active pursuit of citizenship policy change might exacerbate the fragility of 

the riddled-with-inner-conflicts Centre Party, which has tried to appeal to voters from 

both sides of the political spectrum. Accordingly, the party might find itself in a difficult 

position in which it has to cater to both the moderate pro-Western voters and the more 

Eurosceptic and pro-Russia voters, which could weaken the party’s electoral performance 

or even lead to its collapse (Marty-Hemphill, 2016; Whyte, 2018).  

Aside from the potential benefits, and despite its relative success in capturing the 

Russian vote, the Centre Party has actually never had a significant influence on policies 
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that pertain to the Russian minority, even when it was in the governing coalition (Agarin 

& Regelman, 2012; Cianetti, 2014). In fact, centre-right governments in which the Centre 

Party was not a coalition member realized the most important changes to citizenship 

policy, including the right to vote in regional elections in 1993, the amendment of 

citizenship policy in 1998, and naturalization by birth in 2016.  

That is not to say that the Centre Party was an insignificant political actor or that 

it did not intend to follow through on its electoral promises to liberalize citizenship 

policy. Instead, this analysis argues that the stability of exclusionary citizenship policy 

stemmed from the conditions placed upon its change in coalition agreements and the high 

concentration of authority over this issue at the hands of the governing executives. This 

strategic approach diminished the likelihood of policy change that could stem from the 

delegation of policymaking authority and the creation of additional veto points along the 

decision-making chain. It was only after a veto player, namely the Pro Patria Union, was 

no longer in the coalition in 2016 that citizenship reform could take place.  

 

Conclusion 

This analysis demonstrated the role of the governing political elites in 

determining exclusionary citizenship policy in Estonia. In doing so, it found additional 

confirmation for the existing domestic-focused explanations attributing policy toward 

ethnic minorities to the dominant elites’ preferences. More importantly, this analysis 

provides a causal mechanism to explain how exactly Estonian elites materialized their 

preferences toward the Russian-speaking minority, given various internal and external 

pressures to alter citizenship policy. Specifically, the concentration of policymaking 
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authority in the hands of the governing executive buttressed the existing policy of 

exclusion and diminished the chances of the policies sought by other actors of being 

implemented.  

To better understand Estonia’s policymaking process toward the Russian-

speaking minority, the next chapter examines minority treatment in the sphere of 

education. It then reviews alternative explanations for state policies toward Russian 

speakers and evaluates their analytical utility. The chapter’s concluding remarks 

summarize the dynamics of Estonia’s complex and inconsistent treatment of its Russian 

speakers diachronically and across policy areas. 
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Chapter 6 

Estonia’s Education Policy—Policymaking Process toward the Russian-

speaking Minority 

 

Introduction 

This chapter examines Estonia’s education policy since state independence in 

1992 to the present. It identifies two distinct periods: (1) Decentralization (1992–1996), 

and (2) Integration (1997–Present). The description of each period’s characteristics is 

followed by an explanation of the policy trajectory. The conclusion summarizes the 

causal explanations of variation in Estonia’s treatment of the Russian-speaking minority, 

across both citizenship and education policies.  

The characteristics of each period are briefly summarized in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Characteristics of Education Policy toward Russian speakers from 1992 to 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 1992-1996 1997-present 

Minority access to the 

decision-making 

process 

Partial accommodation 

(some autonomy) 
Partial accommodation (limitations on autonomy)   

Content Accommodated 

 

Included (minority integration)  

Language of instruction Accommodated Partial accommodation (limitations on Russian-

language schools) 
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Decentralization (1992–1996) 

Development of the Initial Education Policy 

Following independence, the first post-Soviet parliament planned and established 

a new national education system. The education policy objectives during this period were 

twofold: anchoring the legal foundation of a new, decentralized education system and de-

Sovietizing its content and goals. To this end, this government passed a series of laws 

anchoring the privileged position of the Estonian language as the only official language 

in public education institutions. The formal education policy created a comprehensive 

approach to Estonian-language schools and reversed the previous asymmetric 

bilingualism, which favoured Russian in the education system. At the same time, no 

consistent and comprehensive policy was developed with respect to Russian language 

schools. Hence, the significant Russian-speaking population in Estonia, which comprised 

35% of the student population in 1992, continued education in Russian language schools 

by default.  

Estonia’s constitution granted all residents of the state the right to education (The 

Constitution of the Republic of Estonia, 1992, Article 37). One of the most important 

pieces of legislation adopted in this period was the Education Act (1992). The Act 

regulated free and compulsory education for all children between the ages of seven and 

seventeen, including elementary education (grades 1-9), secondary education (grades 10-

12), and higher education. According to the Act, the goal of education was to “…create 

favourable conditions for the development of the individual, the family and the Estonian 

nation, also for ethnic minorities, and economic, political and cultural life in Estonian 

society…” (The Education Act, 1992, §2). The Basic Schools and Upper Secondary 
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Schools Act (1993) expanded further on the structure, legal organization, and conditions 

for primary and secondary schools to achieve the status of an educational facility.  

The primary feature of the decentralization of the education system was 

manifested in the institutionalization of complementary responsibilities and jurisdictions 

among the Ministry of Education, local governments, and the schools. Local authorities 

oversaw and managed primary education, while the Ministry of Education was in charge 

of upper-secondary schools. Correspondingly, local authorities spent a significant 

percentage of their budget on operating primary schools. According to data from the 

Ministry of Education (2001), between 1995 and 1999, the percentage of budgets 

municipalities spent on education ranged from 45.5% (1995) to 39.8% (1999) (gradually 

declining each year).  

Further, since 1992, the schools themselves have exercised a significant degree of 

autonomy in managing school affairs, curricula, educational goals, and staffing 

procedures (UNESCO, 2006/7). School headmasters hire teaching personnel and allocate 

school budgets independently, while teachers have the autonomy to choose the study 

materials and evaluation process they prefer (Lees, 2016). As a result of these 

complementary responsibilities, but diverging spheres of autonomy among the Ministry 

of Education, local governments, and the schools themselves, negotiations between these 

bodies became an integral feature of the decentralized education system in Estonia 

(OECD, 2001).   

The most important lasting feature of decentralization that pertained to the 

Russian-speaking minority was the possibility of obtaining education in a minority 

language. Although Estonian is the only official language, schools could choose to teach 
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in the Russian language if granted the relevant authority’s permission (local governments 

in the case of primary municipal schools and the Ministry of Education in the case of 

secondary state schools).  

Importantly, the Education Act required all secondary schools (grades 10-12) to 

complete the transition to Estonian as the main language of instruction by 2000. With the 

introduction of the University Act (1995), the option to pursue higher education in 

Russian in a public university in Estonia was eliminated. These reforms foreshadowed 

the decline in the former dominant status that the Russian language enjoyed in the 

education system. The planned reforms created a strong incentive for Russian-speaking 

youth to acquire proficiency in the official language while in secondary school, to pave 

the way for the pursuit of higher education in a public institution, all of which were (and 

have remained) free for Estonian residents (UNSECO, 2006/7). 

After the education system’s legal foundation was established, the Estonian 

government embarked on its objective to eliminate the education system’s substantive 

Soviet characteristics. First, the government adopted a new national curriculum in 1996 

to transform the inherited Soviet education system’s content and goals. This transition 

involved the development of new learning materials and pedagogical retraining of 

teachers trained during the Soviet era (Lees, 2016). Second, the reformed system focused 

on adopting a Western-oriented pedagogical approach and phasing out the Soviet 

approach. Specifically, the transition entailed transforming the learning process from a 

strictly hierarchical teacher-student relationship to more pluralist and student-focused 

interactions, and learning outcomes that prioritized the humanities and active learning 

rather than hard sciences and memorization of material (Ministry of Education, 2001).  
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The structural and substantive changes to the education system were profound, as 

were these changes’ practical implications. The decentralized structure and differential 

sources of authority over schools allowed the Russian-speaking schools to exercise 

autonomy in defining educational objectives, choosing learning materials, the language of 

instruction, and pedagogical approaches, thus creating significant disparities between 

Estonian and Russian-speaking schools (Krull & Trasberg, 2006; Lees, 2016). These 

schools established Russian as the dominant language of instruction and until 1996, 

taught Estonian as a foreign language, introduced gradually only in the third grade 

(UNESCO, 2006/7). Further, Russian language schools followed Soviet-era curricula and 

continued to use learning materials produced in the USSR and later in Russia (Vetik, 

2002). They also maintained the priority of subjects in a way characteristic of the USSR; 

favoured hard sciences over humanities; and employed a centralized, top-down hierarchy 

within schools—the Soviet era’s pedagogical approach that was abolished in Estonian-

language schools (Krull & Trasberg, 2006; Vetik, 2002).  

In sum, the approach to education policy adopted by the first Estonian 

government in 1992 displayed inconsistencies in relation to the Russian-speaking 

minority. On the one hand, it nationalized the education system by passing a series of 

laws that established a comprehensive approach to Estonian-language education. This 

legal foundation anchored the privileged position of the Estonian language as the only 

official language in the state and public education institutions and reversed the previous 

asymmetric bilingualism, which until then favoured Russians. On the other hand, the 

government did not abolish the Soviet-era separate education stream for Russian 

speakers, an explicit objective of the nationalizing elites at the time. Instead, the 
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decentralized education system established a separate stream for minority education and 

granted Russian speakers partial autonomy and special provisions that guaranteed their 

status. This autonomy, in turn, undermined the government’s attempts to institutionalize a 

nationalizing system in which the minority would be stripped of all its past privileges. 

The separate education streams meant that the Russian schools were not fully 

accommodated as state education facilities that provided education to a distinct 

community, yet they were not expected to be fully integrated into Estonian society, of 

which they became an integral and significant part (Agarin, 2010).  

 

Explaining the Decentralization of the Education System 

Estonia’s first independent government was a right-wing coalition that came to 

power with the promise to enact laws and government programs to protect ethnic 

Estonians and “clean the house” of Russian speakers in all positions of power (Pettai & 

Kreuzer, 1999). Given this nationalizing government’s ideological commitments and 

electoral preferences, the fact that it laid the legal and practical foundation for a publicly 

funded minority-language education with significant autonomy is counterintuitive. The 

adoption of policies that sought to abolish the Russian language education stream and 

banish the minority from the state’s national and political boundaries would have been a 

more expected approach. Thus, this policy is inconsistent with the nationalizing 

government’s objectives, which also developed a comprehensive Estonian-language 

education policy to safeguard the Estonian language and culture and advance the 

privileged position of the language as the only official language in educational 

institutions.  
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This analysis stipulates that Estonian civil servants and educators’ agency played 

an important role in developing the education policy and establishing a decentralized 

education system that provided support for a separate Russian language stream. In a 

nutshell, resentful of the harsh Soviet control over the education system, Estonian 

educators and non-elected officials were determined to avoid another centralized and 

politicized education system. Below, I show that these non-elected officials advocated for 

a decentralized approach to the decision-making process that would allow local 

authorities and schools greater autonomy in defining their goals, developing their 

particular content, and expressing the local interests of students and parents. Their broad 

policymaking authority stemmed from a strong pre-independence organizational structure 

and their role in the independence movement. Although the education system’s 

decentralization was intended to secure ethnic Estonians’ rights and freedoms, the 

proximate unintended consequence was the extension of protections and autonomy to the 

Russian minority as well. This independent-minded behaviour on the part of non-elected 

officials undermined the government’s attempts to centralize the education system and 

enact a nationalist agenda in minority education and weakened the government’s capacity 

to impose its agenda. This argument is substantiated by evidence that demonstrates the 

non-elected officials’ influence in the policy process and the elected officials’ explicitly 

stated preferences toward Russian speakers in the early 1990s. 

The Estonian educators and education officials’ independence and capacity for 

collective action had begun to form already in the late 1970s as a response to an 

aggressive Russification campaign. Estonian educators’ strong resistance to this reform 
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succeeded in postponing its implementation, and thus made Estonia one of the last Soviet 

republics to align with this Soviet-wide policy (Grenoble, 2003).  

At the Teachers’ Conference in 1987, Estonian educators and education officials 

voiced deep grievances over the marginalization of the Estonian language and national 

content in the curriculum and the prevalence of Soviet educational values that prioritized 

memorization over the practical application of theoretical knowledge (Krull & Trasberg, 

2006). Their mobilization against Russification gained broad traction during the national 

movement for independence and ultimately led to the passage of the Estonian Language 

Law in 1988, which contravened the all-Soviet language policy that enforced the Russian 

language’s monopolization of the public sphere (Krull & Trasberg, 2006). This 

cooperation among Estonian educators throughout the 1980s resulted in the development 

of a “…strong, indigenous, grassroots movement for educational renewal” that laid the 

institutional foundation for the Estonian education system (Ministry of Education, 2001, 

p. 8).  

Between 1989 and 1992, forums on education revival facilitated by Soviet-era 

education institutions of the Forum of Culture and Education and the Council of 

Education drew large participation from both professionals and the public (UNESCO, 

2001). Based on these discussions, the Forum of Culture and Education defined a set of 

principles for rebuilding the education system in Estonia on the basis of progressive ideas 

in learning objectives and materials, including Western learning materials (Krull & 

Trasberg, 2006). These bodies were precursors of the Estonian Education Forum in the 

1990s and laid the foundations for the redesign of Estonia’s national education system 

(Krull & Trasberg, 2006; Ministry of Education, 2001; UNESCO, 2001).  



 

127 

 

These legacies by the Estonian educators who formed a strong, functioning grass-

roots organization made them key actors in education policy formulation in the post-

independence period. The education system’s decentralized and deregulated character 

increased the Ministry of Education officials’ authority in strategic planning and policy 

leadership (OECD, 2001). 

In the early 1990s, non-elected officials initiated the development of the national 

education strategy and curriculum, both of which the nationalizing government of 1992–

1995 adopted. Non-elected officials and educators on the Academic Council of the 

President of the Estonian Republic (who is a ceremonial figure) developed a national 

strategy in education “divorced from party politics” (Krull & Trasberg, 2006, p.10). In 

1993, the Ministry of Education facilitated the task of depoliticizing the national 

curriculum by delegating authority to the Laboratory of Curriculum Studies at the Tallinn 

Pedagogical University. The curriculum designed by the Laboratory introduced 

progressive innovations in all aspects of public education, from objectives and values to 

school guidelines for their own curriculum design (Krull & Trasberg, 2006).  

The institutionalization of a decentralized system with shared responsibilities and, 

at times, conflicting goals between the central and local authorities, as well as the schools 

themselves, lent itself to endemic struggles between these actors. Correspondingly, the 

Ministry of Education, local authorities, and the schools were frequently at odds over the 

education policy. This tension stemmed from their varying (and at times diametrically 

opposed) pedagogical and educational goals that spanned issues of curriculum 

development and budget distribution, to more specific issues of regional educational and 

social needs, and even pedagogical and cultural traditions (UNESCO, 2006/7).  
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The education system’s redesign and deregulation gave local authorities 

autonomy in making decisions in planning and managing education (Lees, 2016; OECD, 

2001). These conditions provided opportunities for Russian language schools to preserve 

the Soviet curricula, teaching pedagogies, and learning objectives during this 

transformative period of decentralization, which they overwhelmingly did (Krull & 

Trasberg, 2006). 

Had the elites been successful in enforcing their ethnonational preferences in 

education, the separate stream of Russian language schools would have been banned 

from using Soviet or Russian curricula and learning materials, and from deviating from 

the national curriculum’s objectives. However, the abolition of Russian language schools 

and instruction was not feasible given the education system’s institutional structure and 

autonomy at the local level (Agarin, 2010), something that undermined the government’s 

nationalizing efforts. Consequently, although Russian language schools’ partial autonomy 

in education was not intended to be accommodating in its nature, this policy resulted in 

that.  

 

Integration and Separation (1997–Present) 

Limitations on the scope of the Russian-language Education  

The legislative and government programs adopted in the late 1990s diverged from 

the preceding education policy. First, the government plan to phase out the Russian 

language in secondary schools was postponed, and its objectives were minimized. 

Second, Estonia developed, approved, and implemented a series of comprehensive 

national programs for Russian speakers’ integration in Estonia. However, compared to 
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the previous period, the education policy afforded fewer collective rights to the Russian-

speaking minority. 

First, the Estonian government passed amendments to the Education Act and 

Basic and Secondary Schools Acts in 1997 and 2000. In these, the commencement of the 

transition to the Estonian language of instruction in upper secondary schools was 

postponed to 2007, and the target for completion was pushed back to the 2011/2 

academic year. In addition, the amendment of the Basic Schools and Upper Secondary 

Schools Act also clarified the meaning of the transition to the Estonian language of 

instruction. The term “language of instruction” in secondary schools was defined as “the 

language in which at least 60% of the teaching of the curriculum is given.” Thus, at least 

60% of the curriculum had to be taught in Estonian, and up to 40% could be delivered in 

another language. According to a senior official at the Ministry of Education, Russian 

language schools maximized instruction in Russian as permitted by the law (Senior 

official at the Ministry of Education, personal communication, July 29, 2016).  

Russian speakers expressed growing concerns that these reforms’ goals intended 

to assimilate them into the Estonian community. To address these concerns, in 2011, the 

Minister of Education, Jaak Aaviksoo, stated that the educational reform was intended to 

increase proficiency in the state language, not eliminate Russian language schools: 

“Russian schools have been in Estonia for centuries, and they aren’t going 

anywhere…The Russian language population’s freedom to receive an education in their 

native language will remain” (European Commission, 2011).  

The absence of what Mylonas has referred to as a “homogenizing imperative” 

(2012, p. 24) is supported by the fact that, as of 2020, Russian language education 
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continues to function as a separate education stream with full Russian language 

instruction in primary schools and partial instruction in the minority language (up to 40% 

of the content) in secondary schools. Nevertheless, the reduction in the content taught in 

the minority language diminished local authorities’ autonomy in minority-populated 

areas to make independent decisions about the language of instruction in Russian schools. 

The second policy initiative adopted in this period was the development of 

integration programs that identified education as the main vehicle for Russian speakers 

integration into Estonian society. In 1997, Estonia began to develop an integration 

program to improve Russian-speaking youths’ fluency in the official language. The 

program, entitled “Integration in Estonian Society 2000–2007,” was a seven-year action 

plan that focused principally on the education system as the socializing institution for 

Russian-speaking youth, identifying them as the program’s main target (Integration in 

Estonian Society, 2000). Within the broader integration program, the goal of the 

education policy was to facilitate minority linguistic integration as a tool for full societal 

integration (Agarin, 2010). Special educational programs focused on the teachers in 

Russian-speaking schools, seeking to improve their Estonian language skills and retrain 

them so they would be better equipped to meet the pedagogical priorities set by the 

program (UNESCO, 2006/7). Moreover, a new ministry, the Ministry of Population and 

Ethnic Affairs, was established to address Russian speakers’ integration in Estonia.  

In 2007, Estonia launched the second integration program formulated as a direct 

continuation of the first program (Estonian Integration Strategy 2008–2013, 2007). The 

Estonian language and culture continued to feature as the cornerstone of societal 

integration. The goal of integration was set to create a “…culturally diverse society with 
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a strong Estonian state identity…sharing common democratic values in which, in the 

public sector, permanent residents communicate in Estonian” (Estonian Integration 

Strategy 2008–2013, 2007, p.3). The integration program continued to focus on the 

improvement of Russian students’ fluency in Estonian (Estonian Integration Strategy 

2008–2013, 2007).  

Despite the program’s strong focus on raising the minority’s proficiency in 

Estonian, the rates of Russian speakers’ fluency did not improve significantly during this 

program’s implementation. In a 2011 survey of Russian respondents aged 15-29, 

approximately one quarter evaluated their command of Estonian as “poor,” and one-third 

thought the teaching of the Estonian language was insufficient for Russian students to 

acquire fluency in Estonian (Lindemann & Saar, 2011). Thus, the quality of Estonian 

language education in Russian language schools did not improve significantly.  

Since 2014, Estonia has been implementing a third integration program, entitled 

“Integrating Estonia 2020.” As in the previous programs, the education system remains a 

vital sphere for minority integration. However, this program takes a somewhat different 

approach, such that integration presupposes a multilateral process that involves not only 

Russian speakers (the previous programs’ target group), but ethnic Estonians as well. 

This program’s developers went so far as to state that this program “…supports the 

multiculturalism of society and the enhancement of its preservation” (Integrating Estonia 

2020, 2014, p.3). Accordingly, the objective of integration is to increase the social 

cohesion of Estonia’s diverse society and guarantee the preservation of the Estonian 

people, but also maintain ethnic minorities’ differences and support their culture and 

language (Integrating Estonia 2020, 2014).  
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In sum, Estonia’s education policy from the late 1990s onward has been 

characterized by a dual approach that includes accepting Russian speakers as part of 

Estonia’s society, while concomitantly advancing comprehensive plans for their 

integration in Estonia on terms consistent with Estonian domination. This policy 

trajectory is manifested in all three programs, which identified education policy as a key 

component of the long-term integration process. A consistent goal during this period has 

been increasing Russian-speaking youths’ fluency in Estonian, while at the same time 

allowing them to preserve their distinct identity and language through a separate state 

education stream in which a considerable number of hours of instruction in Russian is 

permitted. Nonetheless, it is important to stress that this policy course did gradually 

reduce the extent of accommodation the Russian education stream enjoyed during the 

1990s. Yet, in its current state, this policy does not envision assimilation of the Russian-

speaking youth. Rather, Estonia’s current education policy ensures that the minority 

maintains the opportunity to preserve its ethnic identity through public education in its 

mother tongue. 

 

Explaining the Shift toward Minority Integration 

Because of educators' and civil servants’ pressure to decentralize the system, 

Estonia’s first government failed to eliminate Russian schools. In the long-term, the 

government succeeded in setting the education policy on its preferred policy trajectory by 

passing legislation to gradually phase out Russian schools beginning in 2000. However, 

by the end of the 1990s, tensions between elected and non-elected education 

policymakers arose with the fast-approaching deadline for education reform. This 
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resulted in a policy shift that marked a compromise struck between these officials such 

that elected officials conceded to non-elected officials’ objection to the rushed transition 

and its expected poor policy outcomes. This effectively limited the scope of actions from 

which the government could choose and led to the decision to postpone the reform and 

limit the scope of the nationalist goals to phase out Russian language education 

completely. Further, bureaucratic policy entrepreneurs promoted an initiative for a 

comprehensive policy of minority integration that focused on the education system. The 

result of these dynamics between elected and non-elected officials was a compromise that 

preserved publicly-funded Russian language schools, albeit to a more limited extent.  

In the second half of the 1990s, the Ministry of Education officials concluded that 

the first government’s nationalizing goals to establish the primacy of the Estonian 

language were unattainable by the set date of the 2000/1 academic year (Agarin, 2010). 

Their objection to phasing out Russian language schools by 2000 was based on poor 

long-term transition planning, sub-optimal learning outcomes, insufficient budgets, and 

unprepared staff incapable of carrying out government policy (Agarin, 2010; Lindemann 

& Saar, 2011; Vetik, 2002). Of particular concern was the lack of preparation of the 

majority of Russian teachers trained in the USSR, whose Estonian was insufficient to 

undertake the transition (Vetik, 2002). Even if the Russian teachers had strong Estonian 

language skills, students would face the accumulated difficulty derived from having to 

understand new material taught in the Estonian language (Agarin, 2010).  

The pressure non-elected officials applied on the government resulted in its 

decision to postpone the reform (Agarin, 2010). In 1997, the Riigikogu passed an 

amendment to the Basic and Secondary Schools Act, which delayed the Russian-speaking 
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schools’ phase-out plan to 2007/8. The Ministry of Education took additional steps to 

prepare for the reform by allocating supplementary funds for its implementation and 

establishing a “Language Strategy Centre,” the purpose of which was to teach Estonian to 

Russian teachers and prepare them for the reform’s implementation (Agarin, 2010).   

Second, bureaucratic policy entrepreneurs promoted an initiative for a 

comprehensive policy of minority integration that focused on the education system. The 

“Integration in Estonian Society 2000-2007” program was initiated by a forum of ethnic 

Estonian social scientists referred to as the Vera-project, which set out to achieve social 

cohesion through the education system (Agarin, 2010, Laitin, 2003). The proposed 

policy’s objective was framed as a necessary shift to accept Russian speakers as part of 

Estonian society, embrace the country’s ethnic diversity as a positive feature, and replace 

the old government policy of minority marginalization, which was now perceived to be 

harmful to the economy and societal cohesion (Integration in Estonian Society, 2000; 

Kallas, Mihkelsoo, & Plaan, 2013).  

The program marked a shift from the past perception of the Russian-speaking 

minority as an obstacle to Estonia’s sovereignty to a view of ethnic diversity as a positive 

feature that required a change to state policy for further inter-communal integration and 

cooperation (Kallas, Mihkelsoo, & Plaan, 2013). Its primary educational objective was 

the attainment of sufficient competence in the official language on the part of Russian-

speaking graduates of elementary and secondary schools (Integration in Estonian Society, 

2000). The program also outlined the preservation of ethnic minorities’ opportunity to 

acquire education in their mother tongue through the public education system (Integration 

in Estonian Society, 2000). 
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The government adopted this policy initiative, which set Estonia on a new policy 

trajectory to integrate the minority and made state provisions to maintain and reproduce 

the Russian speakers as a distinct ethnolinguistic community. This change stood in stark 

contrast to the citizenship policy that was not impacted by the integration program 

because the government was both reluctant to change it and fully capable of enforcing its 

preferred policy outcomes of exclusionary citizenship. 

Ethnic Estonian educators, state officials, and experts initiated and developed both 

paths, namely the delay of the Russian language education phase-out and the introduction 

of integration programs. To demonstrate the way civil servants became key policymakers 

in education policy, I turn now to review the key developments in the civil service since 

the early 1990s, their policymaking behaviour and institutional preferences, and the 

reason that some of them engaged in entrepreneurial policymaking in policy areas 

delegated to them.  

 

Developments in the Civil Service 

The Estonian civil service had undergone major reform in the early 1990s. This 

reform was a part of the state-building process and constitutional development, and took 

place well before Estonia’s preparation for EU accession (Meyer-Sahling, 2011). In the 

late 1990s, Estonia’s public administration was already characterized as small with a 

decentralized structure in personnel management, and with highly educated officials, as 

38% of all officials had higher education degrees and 26.2% had a relevant university 

degree in their area of expertise (Randma, 1999, pp. 16-23; 52). 
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The civil service’s policymaking authority was increased further during the 

preparation for EU accession between 1999 and 2004. Estonia’s civil servants played a 

central role in these preparations, a process that further accelerated the civil service’s 

bureaucratization and professionalization (Lauristin & Vihalemm, 2009; Raik, 2004). The 

overwhelming consensus across the political spectrum about the desirability of EU 

membership meant that the accession was not a political question, but rather a 

bureaucratic one; thus, the responsibility for designing the accession policy and its 

implementation fell largely on the civil service (Raik, 2002, p. 144). The effects of this 

process introduced the principles of New Public Management to Estonia—an approach 

that advocates horizontal, rather than vertical, authority structures, emphasizes 

performance, and exerts a significant influence on the culture of the decision-making 

process in Estonia’s public administration (King & McNabb, 2015). 

This reform’s effects on a particularly small Ministry of Education, which had 

only 141 officials in 1997 (Randma, 1999), and an education system that was already 

decentralized, were profound. First, decentralization and delegation of responsibilities 

continued through this period, as some of the tasks for which the Ministry of Education 

was responsible were delegated to specialized state bodies. For instance, the development 

of the national curriculum was vested with the authority of the National Examination and 

Qualification Centre and the Curriculum Development Centre (UNESCO, 2006/7). 

Further, in 1999, the body that implemented the state integration program, the Integration 

Foundation, initiated the process of monitoring the program’s success through public 

surveys throughout the course of its implementation (Lauristin & Vetik, 2000). This 
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strategy of monitoring integration programs periodically continued throughout the second 

and third integration programs. 

Second, the “evidence-based decision making” approach continued to grow and 

was manifested in the commissioning of independent expert reports as an integral part of 

policymaking (OECD, 2011). The Praxis Centre for Policy Studies (an independent non-

profit think tank established in 2000), the Innove Foundation (state implementation body 

for education policy), and the education departments from Tartu University and Narva 

College became the Ministry of Education’s integral partners in the policymaking 

process. The latter two work routinely to develop the national curriculum together with 

the Ministry of Education. The Human Rights Institute and the MONDO human rights 

NGO have been helping the Ministry develop teaching materials for citizenship, one of 

the key components of the national curriculum since 2013 (Senior official at the Ministry 

of Education, personal communication, July 13, 2016). 

Governing actors also grew accustomed to the institutional routine of expert 

deliberation and reliance on research before forming government policy on education. 

This trend of prolonged deliberation and consultation before decision-making has become 

an accepted norm in Estonia, where “…the Soviet-style paternalistic and autocratic 

administration is slowly giving way to consultative and participatory governance” (King 

& McNabb, 2015, p.41). Estonia’s governments’ strong reliance on the civil service’s 

expertise and competence has been attributed to the country’s small size, the civil 

servants’ outstanding professionalization, and the political parties’ inexperience in this 

young democracy (OECD, 2011).  
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Several studies have demonstrated the high levels of professionalization and low 

politicization of the Estonian civil service. The COCOPS (Coordination for Cohesion in 

the Public Sector of the Future) study found that the New Public Management Reform in 

Estonia focused on policy innovation and leadership, and advancing a vision in the policy 

process (Sarapuu, Uudelepp, & Randma-Liiv, 2013). In another COCOPS study, only 

25.7% of the responding civil servants in Estonia stated that politicians regularly interfere 

in their organization’s routine work (Savi & Mestma, 2013, p. 23). Further, just 22.2% of 

the respondents claimed that politicians, not senior civil servants, initiate new 

government reforms and policies, while nearly 40% disagreed with this statement (Savi 

& Mestma, 2013, p. 23). These findings indicate that a significant proportion of the 

senior civil servants in Estonia perceive themselves as autonomous from politicians with 

respect to initiating and shaping policymaking in Estonia. This finding is significant in-

and-of-itself, particularly given that Estonia’s civil service is small and exhibits strong 

personal and informal networks among the public administration personnel (Savi & 

Mestma, 2013). Further, the survey found that Estonian civil servants’ self-perception as 

decision-makers is relatively common. Among the central concerns and goals of their 

roles as decision-makers, non-elected officials highlighted providing a voice for public 

concerns (63.8%), implementing laws and rules impartially (67.4%), and achieving 

results (73.6%) (Savi & Mestma, 2013, p. 17). 

Estonia’s civil servants’ active role in policymaking complements the functions of 

its government ministries, which are in charge of policy development, not its 

implementation. Policy implementation in Estonia is carried out by state agencies 

established for this purpose (Sarapuu, Uudelepp, & Randma-Liiv, 2013). Indeed, in all 
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three Integration Programs, civil servants and experts led the committees responsible for 

the policymaking process predominantly, while the representation of the political level 

and its involvement was limited (Estonian Integration Strategy, 2008; Integrating Estonia 

2020, 2014). In education policy specifically, the Ministry acts as a policymaker, state 

foundations such as Innove and MISA act as implementing bodies of state policy, and the 

think tank PRAXIS, and the Tartu and Tallinn Universities and Narva College, act as 

policymaking partners (Senior official at the Ministry of Education, personal 

communication, July 13, 2016). This routine has made Estonia’s senior civil servants key 

players in the policymaking process, able to exercise “…considerable leverage over the 

issues belonging to their areas of governance” (Sarapuu, Uudelepp, & Randma-Liiv, 

2013, p. 4).  

More recently, political authority has declined further in tandem with the growth 

of bureaucratic authority over education policy. Since the mid-2000s, the influence of the 

Ministers of Education has become limited and no practical policy changes resulted from 

their alternation (Senior official at the Ministry of Education, personal communication, 

July 13, 2016). Although the Ministers of Education introduce special policies at times, 

their effect on education policy overall has been very limited. For example, the coalition 

agreement of 2016 stipulated the establishment of the “Estonian house” in the city of 

Narva, a project the Ministry of Education did not plan (Senior official at the Ministry of 

Education, personal communication, June 17, 2016). Another example is a presiding 

Minister’s introduction of specific orientations in education, such as digital development 

or science, which are typically discontinued after a ministerial turnover (Senior official at 

the Ministry of Education, personal communication, July 13, 2016).  
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Estonian officials and educators’ commitment to a decentralized education system 

that includes various stakeholders’ participation in policymaking—and their view that 

school autonomy is essential to developing their educational goals and preferences—was 

characteristic of the transition era, and remains unchanged to this day. This view was 

conveyed repeatedly during field research through personal interviews with different 

senior officials in the Ministry of Education and Research (July 13, 2016; July 25, 2016) 

and state foundations (June 16, 2016). 

Estonia’s deputy head of the curriculum department outlined the rationale for 

Estonia’s decentralized education system in 2016 in the following statement:  

“To achieve equality in education, the diverse needs of students in different 

schools and regions must be taken into account…Only teachers in their schools 

know what the students need in that school. If the teacher is not free to decide 

which tools are best for their students, then we cannot achieve equality. If a 

person is not free to decide, he will never take responsibility. If the teachers and 

headmasters are not free to choose the methods, then they are not ready to be 

decision-makers.” (Senior official at the Ministry of Education, personal 

communication, July 13, 2016). 

 

In conclusion, Estonian civil servants and experts have had a significant influence 

on state education policy, particularly as it pertains to the Russian-speaking minority. 

Rather than opting for an assimilative approach in education, as would have been 

expected from a nationalizing state such as Estonia (Brubaker, 2015), Estonia has 

preserved the minority’s right to education in the mother tongue, as well as some 

autonomy over the Russian language schools. Similarly, the tensions between the state-

level, local authorities and the schools—tensions that are inherent in the Estonian 

education system—have remained strong despite their detrimental effect on the 

nationalizing elites’ agenda.  
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Alternative explanations 

Two alternative explanations for Estonia’s policy process pertaining to the 

Russian-speaking minority deserve discussion. First, some scholars attribute the positive 

changes in minority rights and access to citizenship in Estonia (and other Baltic states) to 

external pressures that European organizations exercised (Galbreath, 2005; Haklai 2013; 

Kelley, 2004; Vachudova, 2005). Such scholarship argues for two measures in particular: 

(1) Socialization to EU norms on minority rights, and (2) the principle of conditionality, 

which made minority rights one of the prerequisites for full membership in the EU. 

Indeed, in the late-1990s, European actors scrutinized Estonia’s legislative and political 

processes, commented on the rights of the Russian speakers, and closely monitored them 

(Agarin & Regelman, 2012). Given this pressure to adopt a more inclusive citizenship 

policy, the expectation of observing the effects of membership conditionality on 

Estonia’s treatment of the Russian-speaking minority should have been greatest during 

the Coalition party government’s tenure (1995-1999). If this were the case, we would 

have expected the relatively moderate government at the time to adopt a more liberal 

stance on citizenship.  

However, policy changes in citizenship were limited during this period. The 

governing coalition resisted international pressure to amend citizenship policy, including 

child statelessness (Semjonov, Karzetskaja & Ezhova, 2015), and introduced only some 

minor simplifications of the naturalization procedure that affected a small proportion of 

the minority. This reality calls into question the extent of European actors’ direct 

influence on Estonia’s domestic policies toward ethnic minorities, something that many 

scholars have acknowledged already (Commercio, 2008; Pettai & Kallas, 2009; Sasse, 
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2009; Schulze, 2010). Had the EU’s conditionality principle played a consequential role 

in Estonia’s policy process toward minorities, exclusionary citizenship would have been 

dropped already in the 1990s in favour of a more inclusive policy (Agarin, 2013, 2010; 

Commercio, 2008; Schulze, 2014). Successful direct influence should have brought about 

a significant simplification of the naturalization process, increasing naturalization rates. 

Instead, naturalization rates continued to decline after the adoption of the 1995 

Citizenship Act. Among all those who naturalized between 1992 and 2012 (87,712 of 

154,874), half did so during the period between 1992 and 1996 (Muiznieks, Rozenvalds 

& Birka, 2013, p. 292). Finally, Estonia became a full EU member in 2004 without fully 

complying with the membership conditionality. This demonstrates the limitation of the 

EU’s key instrument of influence on prospective member states. Further, the EU’s 

pressure cannot account for policy changes after Estonia’s accession in 2004, such as the 

abolition of child statelessness in 2016.  

The influence of another external actor, a powerful ethnic kin-state, has also been 

argued to have played a significant role in certain Central and East-European states’ 

domestic policies (Brubaker, 1996; Schulze, 2010, 2017). As the self-appointed 

homeland of Russian speakers in Estonia (Cheskin & Kachuyevski, 2019; Linz & Stepan, 

1996), Russia used various methods to influence Estonia to relax its citizenship policies, 

including military pressure applied by stationing Russian troops in Estonia until 1994, 

economic pressures, and a citizenship policy that allowed Russian speakers to acquire 

Russian citizenship easily (Schulze, 2010, 2017). Boris Yeltsin, Russia’s president 

throughout the 1990s, officially reinforced the military threat posed to Estonia’s 

sovereignty, stating that “Russia has no intention of signing any agreement regarding the 
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withdrawal of Russian troops from Latvia or Estonia until these countries bring their 

[citizenship] legislation into line with international standards” (Smith, 1996, p. 205).  

Despite these threats to Estonia’s sovereignty, the governing elites were eager to 

escape the possibility of becoming Russia’s “garrison state” (Smith, 1996). Estonia’s 

reluctance to liberalize its citizenship policy, or at least relax the registration process and 

the minority’s long-term right to reside and work in Estonia, testifies to its strategic 

determination to resist Russia’s pressure and the low credibility that it ascribed to its 

threats (Barrington, 1995b). An in-depth analysis of the reasons Estonia’s government 

held this perception is beyond the scope of this chapter. Suffice it here to mention the 

several potential explanations Barrington (1995b) offered: Strong anti-Russian feelings 

among the Estonian political elites and population; the timing of Russia’s pressure 

(coming after the adoption of Citizenship Act); and the acute economic difficulties Russia 

was facing in 1992, which made any intervention in Estonia at the time highly unlikely 

(pp. 750-751). Therefore, if credible Russian pressure were at play, a much more liberal 

and accepting policy toward the Russian speakers would have been expected from the 

early 1990s.  

Ultimately, there are two weaknesses in these arguments. First, there is a lack of 

consistency between the timing of external pressures the domestic elites experienced and 

their decisions to change policy toward the minority. Estonia adopted its initial 

citizenship and education policies before Russia and the EU’s external pressures and 

changed their trajectories years after the pressures ceased to apply. Second, if these 

pressures were direct and immediate, we would expect some consistency in the way in 
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which education and citizenship policy trajectories have developed. However, these 

policies evolved along diverging policy trajectories over time.   

 

Conclusion 

Estonia’s treatment of the Russian-speaking minority in the realms of citizenship 

and education shows the way this nationalizing state has maintained its commitment to 

privileging ethnic Estonians (Brubaker, 1996; Cheskin, 2015; Commercio, 2008; Laitin, 

1998; Linz & Stepan, 1996; Schulze, 2014; Smith, 1996; Vetik, 2002;), while also 

enacting diverse and, at times, inconsistent policies toward the minority. These policies 

have ranged from various degrees of exclusion to various degrees of accommodation 

(Barrington, 1995a; Brubaker, 1996, 2015; Cheskin, 2015; Schulze, 2010; Smith, 2014).  

Initially, Estonia adopted contrasting policies in the spheres of education and 

citizenship with different trajectories in each case. In the realm of citizenship, an 

exclusionary policy was adopted first, but a gradual shift toward including the Russian 

speakers in the political community to a greater extent occurred over time. Estonia’s 

education policy followed a different trajectory. While initially, the policy preserved an 

autonomous stream of public education in the Russian language, it later reduced the 

extent of accommodation the Russian education system enjoyed during the 1990s. Since 

the late 1990s, Estonia has been advancing integration programs that preserve the 

minority’s distinct identity and minority-language education in terms consistent with 

Estonian domination.  

Why has the Estonian nationalizing state employed varying, and at times 

opposing, policies toward its Russian-speaking minority? The evidence of the timing and 
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direction of the policies on citizenship and education support the argument that minority 

policies are contingent on the degree of fragmentation of the political authority. In the 

sphere of citizenship, the dominant nationalizing elites acted on their electoral 

preferences to weaken the moderate opposition that Russian speakers supported by 

disenfranchising this group through an exclusionary citizenship policy. The policy 

process on citizenship has remained exclusively under governmental control and often 

served as the cornerstone of coalition agreements. Concentrating political authority in the 

executive branch allowed Estonian governments to maintain an exclusionary policy 

trajectory and resist domestic and international pressures to introduce a more inclusive 

policy. Policy shifts occurred when the dominant Estonian parties changed their 

perception on state–minority relations and opted for slow and lengthy minority inclusion 

in the political community. This concentration of political authority in the executive 

branch also helps explain a fact scholars have noted often: that Russian or mainstream 

parties sympathetic to the Russian-speaking minority have had only a negligible effect on 

citizenship policy (Agarin, 2010; Agarin & Regelman, 2012; Poleshchuk, 2010). 

In the sphere of education, non-elected officials enjoyed a significant degree of 

autonomy because of their professionalism and expertise, pre-independence prominence, 

and the political apparatus’ weakness during the transition period. Estonian civil servants’ 

autonomy allowed them to limit elected politicians’ potential policy choices and led to 

policy outcomes that diverged from those the elected officials sought. Specifically, 

during the state formation period, Estonian civil servants supported the maintenance of a 

separate education stream with Russian language schools, against the preferences of the 

nationalist elites, which favoured expelling the minority from the state’s national and 
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political boundaries, and emphatically rejected affording it public resources for a separate 

education stream. The non-elected officials’ preference for long-term policy planning and 

effective service delivery was manifested in the establishment of an education system 

relatively sheltered from political pressures. Importantly, this policy outcome was not a 

result of a favourable attitude toward Russian speakers, but a side effect of a broader 

contest over the state-building of independent Estonia.  

From the late 1990s, the Estonian elected elites accepted the reality of ethnic 

heterogeneity of Estonia. Nonetheless, they worked to abolish Russian language schools 

and attempted to strip the Russian-speaking minority of the privilege of publically funded 

education in their language. However, the Ministry of Education’s integration programs 

and initiatives allowed Russian language schools to persist and maintain their autonomy 

to shape some of their educational goals, curricula, and pedagogical style.  

This finding deviates from the existing emphasis on nationalizing policies. This 

analysis represents a challenge to the conventional wisdom about the conditions under 

which nationalizing states advance exclusionary or inclusionary policies. One of the most 

prominent explanations for Estonia’s treatment of the Russian-speaking minority states 

that the nationalizing states’ commitment to catering to the interests of the dominant 

ethnic group would yield exclusionary policies toward the minority (Schulze, 2014). 

However, the reality is more complex, as even nationalizing states shift on the spectrum 

of exclusion-accommodation. Initially, Estonia employed citizenship policies closer to 

the exclusionary end and shifted toward greater inclusion in 2015. In the education 

sphere, the trajectory shifted in the opposite direction, from more accommodating 

policies to gradually declining acceptance. All the while, Estonia did not redefine the 
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perception of the nation officially as a civic or multinational nation, as some had 

expected (Laitin, 1998, p. 34). Similarly, the perception of the threat of national 

extinction because of its history with Russia has not diminished (Commercio, 2008; 

Vihalemm, Juzefovičs, & Leppik, 2019). 
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Chapter 7 

Israel’s Land Policy—Policymaking Process toward the Palestinian 

Arab Minority 

 

Introduction 

Since the establishment of the state, Israel has employed nationalizing policies to 

create an advantageous position for members of the Jewish nation to access state 

resources and centres of power (Ghanem, 2001; Haklai, 2011; Peleg & Waxman, 2011). 

In contrast to the coherent and comprehensive policies taken to secure the dominant 

group's privileges, Israel's policies toward this minority exhibit a broad diversity of 

methods, ranging from accommodation to exclusion (Ghanem, 2001; Harel-Shalev, 2010; 

Jabareen, 2006; Lustick, 1980; Reiter, 2009; Rekhess, 2014; Saban, 2002). This sheer 

diversity of methods employed toward this minority over time and policy domains is 

puzzling, given the lack of a corresponding change in the nationalizing project.  

This chapter and Chapter Eight present an analysis of Israel's state policies toward 

its Palestinian Arab minority in two significant domains for state–minority relations in 

Israel: land and education, respectively. These two policy analyses are undertaken to 

explain why Israel adopted such diverse policies toward its Palestinian Arab minority 

from state independence in 1948 until the present. 

Israel’s use of contradictory policies toward the Palestinian Arabs is not new, or 

even a recent observation in the scholarship on state–minority relations in Israel. Some 

scholars have attributed this complex and often incoherent approach to Israel's 
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longstanding commitment to competing objectives of democratization and entrenchment 

of "Jewishness" within the state (Rekhess, 2008b; Robinson, 2013). Thus, although the 

Palestinian Arabs constitute an obstacle to the Jewish nation-building project, the 

commitment to democratic principles entails viewing them as part of the citizenry who 

are thus entitled to individual rights (Ghanem, 2010; Peleg & Waxman, 2011; Rekhess, 

2008a; Saban, 2002). Instead, as detailed in Chapter 2, the motivation for this research is 

driven by the puzzle of state policies that are incongruent with the commitments of the 

elected officials. Correspondingly, the most intriguing occasions Chapters Seven and 

Eight seek to explain are the adoption of accommodating policies by governments 

committed to a nationalizing agenda, and a minority-friendly government’s failure to 

actualize its preferences. Further, the granting of some collective rights to this minority is 

of particular interest in this analysis. That is because they illustrate the state’s inconsistent 

and often incoherent treatment of the Palestinian Arab minority, as well as its defiance of 

the theoretical expectations of exclusionary policies in the scholarship on nationalizing 

states. 

The argument put forward in the analyses of Israel’s policies is that policy 

inconsistency is a result of the fragmentation of political authority over the policy 

process, which allows other state actors, such as the bureaucracy, to seek distinct 

institutional objectives, alter the course of state policies, and determine policy outcomes 

that diverge from the governing elites' preferences. In the sphere of land, bureaucratic 

autonomy and permanent representation of the Jewish national institutions in the land 

management bodies afforded the non-elected officials the capacity to maintain a stable 

policy of exclusion toward the minority. The preservation of this arrangement from the 
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early 1950s has effectively fragmented the policymaking authority over land, creating a 

permanent veto point for non-elected officials to influence government policy and 

determine policy outcomes. Accordingly, the bureaucracy presents the main challenge to 

top-down government initiatives that seek to address the needs of the Palestinian Arabs, 

on the infrequent occasion when there is a political will to invest in them. The neglect to 

implement accommodating policies adopted by a minority-friendly government in 1992, 

and the dismissal of the more recent government-led initiatives of the 2010s, illustrate 

occasions when the bureaucracy has subverted government initiatives.   

In the realm of education, the analysis points to a more complicated dynamic 

between the elected and non-elected officials in determining policy outcomes vis-à-vis 

the minority. In the first period, education policy was initially laid down by the 

nationalizing elite. Although education officials enjoyed broad authority throughout this 

period, they did not capitalize on this opportunity for bureaucratic drift because of high 

levels of bureaucratic politicization and the absence of institutional incentives for 

bureaucratic entrepreneurship. Instead, they dutifully maintained the policy course set by 

the elected officials. The same institutional reasons led these officials to shirk 

responsibility for the implementation of an unprecedented, top-down accommodating 

policy advanced by a minority-friendly government in 1992. Politically-led backsliding 

in minority policies between the mid-1990s and mid-2010s once again brought official 

policy and its implementation in alignment. Finally, the transformative bureaucratic 

reforms of the late 2000s increased the professionalism and transparency of the policy 

process in education, which in turn, led to a bureaucratic policy initiative to 
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accommodate the Arab minority in 2015. This policy was adopted by one of the most 

nationalist governments in Israel's history. 

This chapter presents a process-tracing analysis of Israel's policymaking in land 

and identifies significant policy changes over three periods: (1) Nationalization and 

Judaization of the Land (1948-1991); (2) Attempted Accommodation (1992-1995), and 

(3) Backsliding and Growing Gap between Official Policy and its Implementation (1996-

Present). The discussion of each period opens with a description of the policymaking 

process and key policy characteristics, followed by an explanation of this process and 

policy outcomes. The characteristics of each period are summarized in Table 3. 

 

Table 3: Characteristics of Land Policy toward the PAI from 1948 to 2020  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nationalization and Judaization of the Land (1948–1991) 

Development of the Initial Land Policy  

The first steps to nationalize land were taken immediately after the 1948 war. As 

a result of the war, only approximately 150,000 Palestinian Arabs remained in Israel, 

while an estimated 750,000 either fled or were expelled from the territory (Forman & 

 1948-1991 1992-1995 1996-present 

Access of the PAI 

to the decision-

making process 

Excluded  Excluded (attempted 

inclusion) 

Excluded (marginal 

participation) 

Access to land Excluded Excluded (attempted 

accommodation) 

Excluded (with minor 

improvements) 

Budgets Discriminatory  

 

 

Discriminatory 

(attempted 

accommodation) 

Discriminatory (partially 

implemented ad-hoc 

programs) 
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Kedar, 2003; Morris, 2011). The Israeli military immediately took the properties they left 

behind under control, which prevented many of the original owners from returning to 

their homes (Lustick, 1980). By the end of the war, the newly established state was in 

control of 20,255 square kilometres but did not own most of the captured land (Harel-

Shalev, 2010; Kretzmer, 1990). To nationalize the land Palestinian Arabs owned 

privately, the State of Israel engaged in a comprehensive policy of expropriation (Harel-

Shalev, 2010). 

The first legal measures adopted to nationalize land were pre-state laws from the 

British Mandatory Government: Land (Acquisition for Public Purposes) Ordinance 

(1943) and Defense (Emergency) Regulations (1945). The former authorized the Minister 

of Finance to expropriate land for "public purposes," while the latter licensed military 

commanders to close areas for "military purposes" (Kretzmer, 1990). These laws 

provided legal foundations for the government to justify dispossessing Palestinians of 

their private land and to develop state services and infrastructure (Abu Kishk, 1981; 

Benziman & Mansour, 1992).  

While these British Mandate laws were useful in nationalizing the land, they were 

insufficient to meet the pressing needs to absorb the masses of Jewish migrants and the 

newly incepted state's security needs. Within slightly over a decade following 

independence, the Israeli state had established an encompassing administrative and legal 

framework for land management and anchored the superior status of the Jewish majority 

in relation to land within Israel (Forman & Kedar, 2003; Hasson, 2012; Yiftachel, 2011). 

The key laws within this legal regime were the Absentees’ Property Law (1950), State 
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Property Law (1951), the Land Acquisition (Validation of Acts and Compensation) Law 

(1953), Basic Law: Israel Lands (1960), and Israel Land Administration Law (1960). 

The Absentees’ Property Law (1950) authorized the nationalization of private 

Arab property deemed to be held by "absentee" owners. The term "present absentees" 

referred to internally displaced people who had fled their homes during the 1948 war, but 

remained within Israel's borders. Their property was deemed abandoned. The number of 

Palestinian Arabs who qualified for this category was estimated at 75,000 (Kretzmer, 

1990). With the aid of this law, the State confiscated over 2 million dunams (or just under 

500,000 acres), approximately 40 percent of the total lands Palestinian Arabs owned at 

the time (Kimmerling & Migdal, 2003). It also established a designated authority named 

"Custodian of Absentees Property" to implement this policy. 

The State Property Law (1951) and Land Acquisition (Validation of Acts and 

Compensation) Law (1953) afforded additional legal means for the acquisition and 

retention of land. Articles 2 through 4 of the State Property Law granted the government 

expansive powers to transfer lands formerly under the jurisdiction of the British Mandate 

to state control. Article 3 legalized state appropriation of absentee lands and imposed on 

the internal refugees the hurdle of proving land ownership after their land had been 

already placed under state control.  

The Land Acquisition (Validation of Acts and Compensation) Law (1953) 

authorized nationalizing lands further for development, settlement, or security needs. The 

nature of these security needs was left intentionally obscure and undefined, and thus 

allowed the state an "unchecked authority to seize Arab lands" (Haklai, 2011, p.59). The 

Law also called for a state land acquisition agency, the "Development Authority," to be 
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established to facilitate the transfer of absentee land to the state's possession (Harel-

Shalev, 2010, p.279). Both the Land Acquisition Law and State Property Law validated 

state expropriation of land retroactively dating back to 14 May, 1948, Israel's 

Independence Day.  

Taken together, these laws allowed the lands to be nationalized smoothly and 

rapidly. Within a decade from state conception, approximately 90 percent of the land in 

Israel was transferred to the control of the State of Israel, the Development Authority, and 

the Jewish National Fund (Kretzmer, 1990).  

Once the first series of laws reaffirmed the state's legal ability to expropriate and 

acquire land, the land policy refocused on allocation mechanisms to develop housing and 

infrastructure to absorb Jewish immigrants. Two pieces of legislation were adopted to 

address this issue: The Basic Law: Israel Lands (1960) and Israel Land Administration 

Law (1960).  

The Basic Law: Israel Lands (1960) prohibited the sale or transfer of "Israel 

lands"—all lands the State of Israel, the Development Authority, or the Jewish National 

Fund controlled. Importantly, The Jewish National Fund (henceforth, JNF) is not a state 

body, but a non-profit organization established in 1901 to purchase lands in Mandatory 

Palestine for Jewish settlement (Kretzmer, 1990). The fund continued to function after 

state establishment. The JNF attached a "nationalizing state" goal to its function, as any 

land it had acquired was considered inalienable "Jewish public land," owned by the 

Jewish people, thereby preventing non-Jews from purchasing it or getting long-term 

leases (Kimmerling, 2005; Yiftachel, 1999). By granting the JNF a special legal status, 

the Jewish state further solidified the association between Israel's lands and its "rightful" 
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owners, the Jewish people, in accordance with its nationalizing objective of serving and 

protecting the Jewish national interests. 

The Israel Land Administration Law (1960) afforded additional privileges to the 

JNF by granting it the ability to make decisions in the land policy process. This law 

established the Israel Land Authority (henceforth ILA) as a regulatory body that 

developed and managed the land policy. The Israel Administration Law stipulates that the 

Council of the ILA that determines land policies consists of state representatives 

appointed by the government, Development Authority, and JNF representatives. In this 

way, the JNF shared equal power in the ILA to that of the State of Israel, structurally 

excluding the PAI from the management of state lands in Israel and blocking their access 

to it (Kedar & Yiftachel, 2006).  

In addition to legalizing expropriations, land policy also pursued the objective of 

creating Jewish demographic domination in predominantly Arab areas. Israeli 

governments perceived the numerical superiority of the Arabs in the Galilee, the Negev, 

and the Jerusalem areas, to be undesirable, particularly where they were adjacent to state 

borders (Lustick, 1980). The objective of the "Judaization" policy was endorsed by Ben 

Gurion's government already in 1949 (Rabinowitz, 1999). For example, in the 1950s, the 

authorities expropriated 15,000 dunams (about 3,750 acres) of land near Nazareth for the 

construction of a new Jewish city, Nazareth Illit (Rabinowitz, 1999). Similarly, in the 

early 1960s, the Ministry of Construction and Housing initiated the establishment of 

Carmiel, another Jewish city in Galilee, and the construction of four settlements along the 

border with Lebanon was implemented, including Zar' it, Shtula, Netuah, and Biranit 

(Dor, 2004). Overall, under the title of "Judaization," Israel advanced the establishment 
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of new Jewish cities and towns to alter the demographic balance in favour of Jews and 

dilute the Arab population in select areas, particularly along state borders (Haklai, 2011; 

Khamaisi, 2006; Nakleh, 2011; Pedahzur, 2012; Yiftahcel, 1999).  

This policy objective became most pronounced in the 1970s. At the time, the need 

to hold the "internal frontiers" through Judaization projects proved acutely important as a 

result of the dramatic border changes following the territorial gains of the 1967 war, the 

return of the Sinai Peninsula to Egypt in 1977, and the extension of state law to the Golan 

heights in 1981 (Kipnis, 1987; Yiftachel, 1996).  

In Galilee, in particular, the growing demographic disparity between the PAI and 

Jews, and the increasing Palestinization of the minority in that area, led the government 

to devise a dedicated land policy. The Accelerated Urban Activity Plan was adopted in 

the mid-1970s, assigned priority to the expansion of three Jewish cities in the Galilee: 

Nazareth Ilit, Tzfat, and Carmiel (Dor, 2004). In 1976, the government announced its 

plan to expropriate about 20,000 dunums (almost 5,000 acres) of land for the 

implementation of this plan, of which approximately 6,300 dunums were owned by the 

PAI (Raz, 2020). In response to the plan, PAI protesters in the Sachnin Valley organized 

mass protests, known as the "Land Day" protests, as a result of which six PAI died, 

hundreds were wounded (Dor, 2004; Yiftachel, 1999a). As a result, the government 

halted the planned land expropriations. 

However, in the late 1970s, Israel advanced targeted Judaization projects in the 

Central Galilee, where the Land Day protests took place, to increase Jewish presence in 

areas heavily populated by the Arab minority (Dor, 2004). This Judaization policy was 

advanced primarily on state lands through the formation of Mitzpim—small hilltop 
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Jewish settlements (Schechla, 1994, p.98). Overall, under the banner of Judaization of the 

Galilee, the state built new Jewish cities and towns to change the region's demographics 

and protect state borders, including Shlomi, Nazareth Eilit, Carmiel, Ma'alot, Giva't 

Yearim, Shoresh, and Omer (Haklai, 2011, p.59; Nakleh, 2011, p.86). 

The scale, intensity, and efficiency of the land expropriation and Judaization 

policies were accompanied by intentional and profound neglect of the existing Arab local 

authorities. While the Judaization projects were underway, Arab local authorities 

remained excluded from state development budgets, lacked dedicated land projects, and 

had no up-to-date zoning plans required to authorize planning and development (Abu 

Kishk, 1981; Belikof, 2005; Kretzmer, 1990; Rekhess, 2008a). Only 0.6% of all housing 

development projects the state advanced between 1955 and 1977 were in the Arab local 

authorities (Rosenhak & Shalev, 2000). Over time, the Arab local authorities became 

extremely densely populated as a result of high birth rates and the rapid development of 

adjacent Jewish settlements, inter-city roads, and military zones, further shrinking the 

Arab authorities' municipal jurisdiction (Abraham Initiatives, 2013). Despite these 

shortages, the state developed nearly 50 new Jewish settlements between 1948 and 1967 

in the Galilee alone, but not a single Arab settlement (Benziman & Mansour, 1992). 

Israel's land policy during its first four decades presented insurmountable 

challenges to the minority's ability to maintain and cultivate land, which was the primary 

source of livelihood prior to Israel's establishment, and led to a rapid decline in the PAI's 

reliance on agriculture as the traditional source of income (Abu Khisk, 1981; Al-Haj, 

1995; Ghanem, 2001; Haklai, 2011; Khamaisi, 2006). The severe limitations on 

production and trade in agricultural produce and water supplies for farming threatened 
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Arab farmers' livelihood (Robinson, 2013). For example, between 1970 and 1978, the 

annual proportion of irrigated lands in Arab villages was 4.6%, compared to over 50% in 

Jewish settlements (Abu Kishk, 1981). The result was a fundamental transformation in 

Palestinian society's socioeconomic and occupational structure, such that within a few 

decades, an estimated 72% of the Palestinian Arab farmers abandoned farming as their 

main occupation and source of income (Boimal, 2006). This trend has also meant that the 

PAI had to turn to the Jewish labour market for employment, and thus became 

economically dependent on them (Ghanem, 2001; Kimmerling & Migdal, 2003). 

 

Explaining Nationalization and Judaization of Land 

The Party of Israel's Workers, Mapai (changed to Labor in 1968), developed 

Israel's initial land policy. Mapai, in power between 1948 and 1977, established a 

comprehensive legal regime to rapidly nationalize land (Harel-Shalev, 2010; Lustick, 

1980; Peleg & Waxman, 2011; Yiftachel, 1999). It also incorporated pre-state Jewish 

national institutions into the administrative land management bodies (Kretzmer, 1990), 

despite these organizations' explicit commitment to advance the interests of the Jewish 

nation alone. By delegating extensive authority to state bodies deeply infused with the 

vision and principles of land nationalization, the government provided permanent 

representation to these organized interests in the administrative land bodies. This 

effectively fragmented the authority over land policy and allowed the Jewish national 

organizations to pursue maximalist objectives in land. Haklai (2011) refers to this 

condition as a "lack of state autonomy" whereby the state apparatus is captured by the 

Jewish national movement and, therefore, serves its interest. As a result, the entire land 
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policy process became skewed in favour of the Jewish population (Ghanem, 2001; 

Kretzmer, 1990).  

During the first decade of its rule, Mapai secured its domination over the state 

apparatus and established congruence between the "state" and the "party" (Kimmerling, 

2005; Nachmias & Sened, 2002). Between 1948 and 1953, Mapai passed a series of laws 

to nationalize land rapidly, deemed internally displaced Arabs "absentees" and 

expropriated their lands (Abu Kishk, 1981, p.126; Benziman & Mansour, 1992, p.165). 

Mapai also placed most of the PAI population within state borders under a military 

government, which was in force until the end of 1966 (Lustick, 1980). The military 

government performed a complementary role in controlling the Palestinian Arab 

population and facilitating land expropriation. Robinson's archival research details 

numerous accounts of threats, harassment, and abuse the PAI landowners suffered at the 

hands of the authorities and the military government during this period to convince them 

to sell their land (Robinson, 2013). Through these tactics, the military created a "climate 

of intimidation" intended to encourage Palestinians to abandon their lands and emigrate 

from Israel (Robinson, 2013, p.91). 

Further, in the 1950s, Mapai coopted and integrated Jewish national institutions 

into the very fabric of the state and decreased state autonomy from these organized 

interests, who had held a mission of serving the Jewish nation only (Boimal, 2006; 

Haklai, 2007; Kimmerling, 2005; Nachmias & Sened, 2002). Specifically, in 1952, Ben 

Gurion's government afforded a quasi-governmental status in managing and 

implementing state land policy to pre-state Jewish national institutions of the Jewish 

Agency and the JNF (Kretzmer, 1990). As a result, the Israeli bureaucracy lacked 
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impartial and formal rules of conduct, was unprofessional, and characterized overall by 

favouritism so pervasive that it became an accepted institutional practice (Arian, 2005; 

Nachmias & Sened, 2002; Rosenbloom & Yaroni, 2002).  

In the agreement between Ben Gurion and the JNF, the latter agreed to allow the 

state to administer its lands in exchange for the organization's Land Development 

Authority becoming the governmental body responsible for developing rural areas and 

conducting afforestation (Kretzmer, 1990). The agreement also provided the JNF with 

additional privileges in land management bodies: (1) Consultation in the process of 

nominating directors to Israel's Land Authority, and (2) the staffing of half the senior 

personnel on the boards of these bodies, which included six of the thirteen board 

members of the ILA and seven of the thirteen of the Land Development Authority 

(Kretzmer, 1990; Reiter, 2009).  

JNF representatives used this expansive access to the policymaking authority to 

dictate ethnonationalist interests in developing and implementing Israel's land policy 

(Harel-Shalev, 2010; Pedahzur, 2012). First, the JNF's quasi-legal status was not 

conditional upon abandoning its organizational mission, a key principle of which was the 

ban on the sale and long-term lease of its lands to non-Jews (Kretzmer, 1990). 

Practically, this meant that the ILA—a state authority—could not use approximately one-

fifth of the lands under state control to meet the needs of the PAI.  

Second, the arrangement made the expropriation of private PAI land irrevocable, 

such that its original owners could not reclaim or use for their benefit lands transferred to 

the state and sold to the JNF. In total, the State of Israel sold over 2 million dunams (or 
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just under 500,000 acres) of expropriated land to the JNF through the Absentees’ 

Property Law for a reduced price (Kretzmer, 1990; Reiter, 2009).   

With the territorial expansion as a result of the 1967 war, the Israeli bureaucracy 

grew rapidly in size and scope. This growth, in turn, led to an increase in civil servants' 

expertise and specialization, and their prominence in the policymaking process (Arian, 

2005). The senior non-elected officials in land policy agencies proved to be particularly 

skilled policy entrepreneurs in the Judaization projects of the mid-1970s. As half of the 

personnel in the ILA and the Development Authority were representatives of Jewish 

national institutions, these civil servants were not merely "empty vessels." Rather they 

possessed considerable influence in setting the agenda to expand land acquisition and 

redistribution (Nachmias & Sened, 2002; Pedhazur, 2012). In the 1970s, these 

bureaucratic bodies' entrepreneurship increased their capacity to set policy course and 

determine policy outcomes incrementally through two mechanisms: (1) Strategically 

defining policy problems and framing policy solutions to renew Judaization of the Galilee 

after the Land Day protests, and (2) Ex post facto political approval of the established 

outcomes in land policy. The next subsection elaborates on these mechanisms and 

illustrates how they worked. 

 

Policy problem definition and strategic framing of policy solutions  

Non-elected officials' policy entrepreneurship became common in the 1970s and 

1980s. Drawing on their expertise in land acquisition, development and settlement, these 

officials pursued Judaization policies through policy entrepreneurship, agenda-setting, 

and framing policy problems and their solutions. Both Israel's Labor (1973 -1977) and 
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Likud (1977-1983) governments responded to processes the non-elected officials had 

already set in motion. A case in point is the JNF and Jewish Agency's policy initiative for 

the development of three Jewish cities in the Galilee, adopted in 1975. The plan, entitled 

"Accelerated Urban Activity Plan," involved renewed mass PAI land expropriation in 

pursuit of a clear Judaization objective, after over a decade in which no such measures 

were taken (Raz, 2020). The Jewish Agency had lobbied the government for this plan 

already in the 1960s. Previous iterations of this policy initiative were brought to Levy 

Eshkol's government (1963-1969) but shelved as a result of the 1967 war and lack of a 

coherent government agenda (Raz, 2020).  

In 1974, the Jewish Agency's Settlement Department presented a new plan for the 

accelerated development of the Jewish settlement in the Galilee, particularly in Safed, 

Maalot, Karmiel, and Nazareth (Raz, 2020). The Settlement Department framed it as an 

urgently necessary policy measure for Israel's continued control of an area predominantly 

populated by the Arabs, whose identity was becoming increasingly politicized against the 

state and in support of the struggle of Palestinians outside Israel for independence (Dor, 

2004). This entrepreneurial policy measure finally fell on receptive ears of the elected 

officials in the hegemonic Labor-led government in 1974, which approved the 

expropriation of about 20,000 dunums of land, about one-third of which was privately 

owned by the PAI (Reiter, 2009). Interestingly, the government explained its approval of 

the renewed expropriation of private Arab land in the Galilee as a necessary measure for 

the Settlement Department’s ability to implement its accelerated development plan (Raz, 

2020). 
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The plan was approved in the Summer of 1975, but in the months leading to the 

implementation of the Accelerated Urban Activity Plan, a sharp disagreement between 

the Prime Minister's Advisor on Arab Affairs, Shmuel Toledano, and the General 

Director of the JNF, Meir Zorea, broke out. Zorea advocated for expropriating lands 

extensively without adequate compensation, while Toledano insisted that the Arabs must 

be compensated and that, in general, this issue was in the purview of the government, not 

a committee of civil servants (Benziman & Mansour, 1992, p. 168). Toledano repeatedly 

tried to bring this discussion to the government, arguing that the political importance of 

renewed expropriation of Arab lands required government discussion and consideration, 

not the decision of a committee of civil servants (Raz, 2020). When the issue finally 

reached the government (1974-1977), it treated the matter as a purely administrative issue 

within the ILA's purview (Benziman & Mansour, 1992). The minutes from that 

government meeting remain sealed, but the result of that deliberation was in Zorea’s 

triumph over Toledano, which is indicated in the approval of the plan (Raz, 2020). 

In response to the government announcement of the planned expropriations in the 

Galilee, PAI activists in the Sachnin Valley organized mass protests, known as the "Land 

Day" protests (Yiftachel, 1999a). The protests turned into a violent confrontation with the 

security forces. As a result of the clashes, the government halted the planned land 

expropriations, and the plan did not materialize (Dor, 2004). 

Notwithstanding the mobilization of the PAI and government decision to halt the 

plan, non-elected officials in land policy persisted in advocating for similar policy 

initiatives. An internal policy report developed by senior officials at the Ministry of the 

Interior in 1976 demonstrates continued policy entrepreneurship and the framing of 
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policy solutions to increase the likelihood of government approval. The report was 

written by Yisrael Koenig, a Northern district commissioner of the Ministry of the 

Interior between 1964 and 1976, known for his strict position on the PAI and relentless 

attempts to encourage them to emigrate (Benziman & Mansour, 1992). Koenig's analysis 

stipulated that the Arabs constituted a severe demographic threat in Israel, particularly 

"…in an area like northern Israel where the physical Arab presence in contiguous areas 

represents a checking obstacle" (Koenig Report, 1976, p. 12). Therefore, the report 

recommended strongly that the existing Arab settlements in the Galilee should be diluted, 

while state programs for Jewish settlements should also be expanded (Sa'di, 2003). 

The Koenig report was leaked to the press in 1976, just months after the Land 

Day events. The government spokesperson claimed that the report expressed the opinion 

of a civil servant, and was not an official policy (Sa'di, 2003). The writers of the report 

themselves argued that "…although the document does not represent official government 

policy, it does reflect the thinking of an important segment of the Zionist policymakers" 

(Koenig Report, 1976, p.11). Specifically, the perception of the Arab minority as a 

"…hostile population engaged in subversion" (Sa'di, 2003, p.54) formed the background 

to Koenig's policy initiative.  

Despite the official criticism of the leaked report, Koenig's policy frame 

continued to shape land policy. First, the presiding government at the time approved 

Koenig's policy recommendations, Koenig was not removed from his position, and the 

co-author of the Report, Zvi Aldoraty, was promoted to a senior advisory position (Sa' di, 

2003, p.54). Second, the Jewish Agency continued to advocate for the renewal of the 

Judaization of the Galilee. Deeply concerned with the termination of Judaization of the 
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Galilee due to the Land Day protests, the officials at the Settlement Department argued 

that its renewal was imperative for the prevention of the de facto national Palestinian 

autonomy that could have formed in the absence of Jewish presence in the area (Dor, 

2004). To persuade the government that further Jewish settlement in the Galilee was 

required, the Settlement Department officials presented an exaggerated scale of Arab and 

Bedouin illegal expansion into unsettled state lands through illegal farming and grazing 

(Dor, 2004, pp.23-24). Based on this entrepreneurship, the right-wing Likud government 

that took over in 1977 adopted this policy frame and authorized the development of three 

Jewish cities on state lands: Upper Nazareth, Safed, and Carmiel.  

 

Ex post facto approval 

In addition to lobbying the government to renew Judaization projects, senior 

officials and quasi-state Jewish institutions also pursued Judaization projects through ex 

post facto government approval. Koenig's policy frame served as the guiding principle for 

such projects. Specifically, in 1978, the Jewish Agency's Settlement Department set in 

motion the "Mizpim" (hilltops) project—a plan to construct small Jewish settlements 

throughout the Galilee (Schechla, 1994, p.98). However, the project was not approved by 

the government until a year later in a joint meeting between the Jewish Agency's 

Settlement Department, the World Zionist Organization, and Menahem Begin's right-

wing Likud government (Hayun, 2004). 

The decision to adopt this project was approved on 30 April 1979, by Menachem 

Begin's government that authorized the establishment of 30 Mitzpim in the Galilee within 

8-6 months (Sofer, 1992). As mentioned in the previous section, the Settlement 
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Department continuously warned the government of Arab and Bedouin farmers’ takeover 

of state lands in the Galilee. It also stipulated that the ILA was simply unable to monitor 

state lands in that area properly (Dor, 2004). The Mitzpim project was, therefore, an 

adequate solution for these problems. Scattered in between PAI localities, the Mitzpim 

were intended to increase Jewish presence in the Galilee and prevent the infiltration of 

the PAI into state lands in the area (Dor, 2004; Sofer, 1992). 

It is important to note that Begin's government explicitly outlined nationalizing 

objectives in its coalition agreement, which stressed the government's commitment to 

plan, establish and encourage rural and urban Jewish settlements, and increase the 

immigration and settlement of Jews in Israel (Prime Minister's Announcement, 1977). 

Thus, the Jewish Agency and Begin's government's preferences regarding the 

continuation of Jewish settlement aligned, and the former's Mitzpim proposal was 

accepted by the government.  

That being written, the Jewish Agency and the JNF started constructing Mitzpim 

already in 1978, before the plan was discussed and approved by the government. They 

prepared the infrastructure and carried out construction without permits, thus bypassing 

the binding statutory procedures requiring national and regional master plans with 

specific development objectives and earmarked government budgets (Dor, 2004; Lipshitz 

& Levi-Yun, 1992; Schechla, 1994). Specifically, according to state archives, the Jewish 

Agency was the sole initiator, planner, and implementing body of Kibbutz Tefen in the 

Galilee, established on land the ILA owned (Jewish Agency for Israel, 1984). Kibbutz 

Tefen was one of 52 Jewish settlements constructed in the Galilee between 1978 and 



 

167 

 

1988 through initiatives of the Jewish Agency, the JNF, and the ILA (Dor, 2004; Lipshitz 

& Levi-Yun, 1992).  

This strategy of bypassing statutory processes and seeking ex post facto political 

approval was possible because the Jewish Agency, with some assistance from the JNF, 

was the almost exclusive initiator and funder of the Mitzpim project (Dor, 2004; Hayun, 

2004). The Jewish national institutions' independent source of capital, coupled with their 

legal status as quasi-state administrative bodies in land policy, allowed the Jewish 

Agency and the JNF to advance the Mitzpim without government permission and budget 

allocation. These bodies' extensive authority in establishing facts on the ground indicate 

the diminished political control over land policy (Lipshitz & Levi-Yun, 1992). It should 

also be noted that in some cases, they received supplementary financial contributions 

from the Ministry of Housing and Construction (Dor, 2004).  

The intensive construction over a short period of time resulted in the 

establishment of new, well-connected Jewish settlements on hilltops, while the existing 

Arab villages remained without state assistance and service. Thus, until the late 1980s, 

unrecognized Bedouin villages in the Misgav local council in the Galilee were denied 

state services, including the most basic social services, infrastructure, electricity, and 

water and sewer systems (Dor, 2004). After extensive legal proceedings, the state 

recognized the villages Demaida, Kamana, Khoseina, Ras-El-Ein, and Arab-el Naim, but 

unlike the neighbouring Jewish settlements, many of the PAI settlements still remained 

without essential state services (Dor, 2004). 
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Attempted Accommodation (1992–1995) 

The Attempts of a Minority-Friendly Government to Introduce 

Accommodating Measures  

The formation of the left-of-centre government in 1992 led by Yitzhak Rabin 

signified an important shift in state policies toward the PAI. The government included 56 

members of Knesset (MKs) from Labor and the left-wing Meretz (of a total of 120 MKs), 

and from 1993, it relied on the support of 5 MKs from the so-called "Arab parties" who 

championed PAI rights in Israel (Haklai & Norwich, 2016). Under affirmative action 

programs in public service, PAI representatives were included in senior positions of 

power, including one ambassador, two deputy ministers, and one cadet in the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs (Abraham Initiatives, 2013).  

On land-related issues and housing, this government took the first-ever 

comprehensive action to address the needs of the PAI, including developing zoning plans, 

appointing planning commissions in Arab localities with over 5000 residents, re-

evaluating permit policy, stopping house demolitions, re-examining Arab localities' 

jurisdictions, and even expanding them in Nazareth and Rahat (Abraham Initiatives, 

2013, pp.25-26; 55). Furthermore, lands expropriated in 1976 under the Judaization 

policy that had not been in use since then were returned to their original owners (Reiter, 

2009). The government also sought to increase the PAI's representation in land managing 

bodies—one representative in the JNF and two in the ILA Council (Reiter, 2011).  

However, these policy initiatives suffered from very low implementation rates, 

particularly those relating to the issuance of land permits, the appointment of planning 

commissions in PAI localities, and the completion of zoning plans (Abraham Initiatives, 

2013; Reiter, 2011). This is also apparent in the zoning plans and status of unrecognized 
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Bedouin settlements. The latter refers to the unrecognized Bedouin settlements in the 

Negev Desert, which were constructed without valid permits. Over half of the 

approximately 160,000 Bedouins in this region have been residing in unrecognized 

settlements (ACRI, 2018). However, despite these issues being stipulated as the 

government's key priorities in land policy, the development of zoning plans for Arab 

localities and the resolution of the unrecognized settlements was slow-paced and 

marginally implemented (Reiter, 2011). Finally, the government's objective to increase 

PAI representation in the local and national land planning processes also failed to 

materialize (Abraham Initiatives, 2013). Consequently, the PAI's acute difficulties in 

access to, use, and ownership of land remained unresolved. 

 

Explaining the Period of Attempted Accommodation of the PAI 

The Rabin-led government’s declarative commitment to investing in the Arab 

minority signified an official shift in attitude from exclusion and discrimination toward 

some accommodation. The top-down shift was initiated by Prime Minister Rabin himself, 

who declared he was "embarrassed by the discrimination of Arabs," along with Labor’s 

coalition partners, left-wing Meretz and the religious Shas parties (Ozacky-Lazar & 

Ghanem, 1995, pp. 6-7). 

Despite having some of the prerequisites for concentrating political authority, 

specifically, few political actors with a shared preference for minority accommodation, 

this government failed to achieve its intended policy outcomes. That is because the land 

management bodies that were expected to implement the new policy subverted it instead 

through inadequate implementation (Abraham Initiatives, 2013). Namely, the ILA and 
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the Development Authority were not impartial government arms simply implementing 

government policies. Rather, they remained the stronghold of nationalist interests, with at 

least half of the decisionmakers permanently represented by the JNF and the Jewish 

Agency, which had an explicit commitment to Jewish control and ownership of land. 

Thus, despite the alternation of political power and the victory of the left-wing 

government with a minority-friendly agenda, the veto point along the policymaking chain 

remained in place. This allowed the land management bodies to determine policy 

outcomes through control of the implementation process.  

First, the land management bodies only partially implemented the central 

government’s policies designed to regulate and develop construction in PAI localities. 

One conspicuous example was the creation of zoning plans to resolve the status of 

unrecognized PAI settlements in Israel—a key priority set by the Rabin-led government 

(Reiter, 2011). The development of zoning plans was designed to regulate construction in 

PAI localities through authorized planning procedures properly. However, the actual 

development of these plans was extremely slow-paced as a result of bureaucratic lack of 

enthusiasm, leaving most unrecognized settlements without up-to-date plans (Reiter, 

2011). The 2001 State Comptroller's report found that these policies were doomed by 

senior bureaucrats who tangled them in bureaucratic red tape, neglected to take steps to 

implement them, or dismissed them outright as burdens on the treasury (Abraham 

Initiatives, 2013, p. 63). The ultimate result was the inability to advance meaningful 

change in the PAI's dire situation regarding legal construction in their settlements. 

Second, despite the adoption of the affirmative action program for minority 

representation in the civil service (Abraham Initiatives, 2013, pp.25-27), including in the 



 

171 

 

sphere of land, the PAI remained largely excluded from decision-making positions 

(Reiter, 2011). The screening and recruitment procedures for mid-level and senior 

positions in government ministries presented pervasive institutional disadvantages to the 

PAI as these bodies had no actual duty to ensure adequate minority representation 

championed by the government. According to Elimelech and Dvir (2017) and Margalit 

(2017), the barriers to minority recruitment for state agency positions have been various: 

(1) low recruitment from outside the organization, which in government institutions with 

already very low PAI representation reinforced low prospects for minority recruitment, 

(2) as a result of failed recruitment, positions reserved for the PAI became open to 

anyone within the organization, (3) PAI candidates were reviewed only for positions 

designated for minorities but not for other positions, (4) positions reserved for the PAI 

were typically not senior positions, (5) lack of government recruitment programs for 

minority student positions within the national recruitment program as well as training 

programs for the PAI in managerial positions, and (6) tenders for government positions 

were not advertised in Arabic. Because of these institutional barriers for PAI 

representation in the civil service, the government’s commitment to increase their access 

to the decision-making positions was unfulfilled. There were additional barriers to their 

representation in the civil service that were not institutional, the most common being the 

minority's predominant place of residence in the north or the south of Israel, distant from 

the headquarters of most government ministries located in Jerusalem (Elimelech & Dvir, 

2017).  

Further, the implementation of affirmative action for minorities in the civil service 

was only marginal in the land management bodies, which nominated just two PAI 
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representatives to the Council of the ILA (a body of 31 members) and one to the JNF 

(Reiter, 2011). The nomination of a PAI representative to the JNF was driven by Meretz, 

but even this single nomination generated pushback from the JNF, which claimed that 

such nomination was inconsistent with the organizations' Zionist commitments (Bringer, 

2011). Nevertheless, the joint chairmen-elect accepted this nomination. Because the 

election of the board of directors of the JNF was conducted through a single vote for the 

entire slate of two co-chairpersons, deputies, and other senior positions, rejecting the 

nomination would have entailed a reselection process and the potential loss of their 

positions (Bringer, 2011).  

Notwithstanding this minor victory in nominating a PAI representative to the JNF, 

this body’s quasi-governmental authority remained unshaken. Owning and managing 

13% of the ILA's land, the JNF remained exempt from any transparency in its recruitment 

and staffing processes, its finances, and operations (Lichtman, 2014). As a result, it was 

able to continue disadvantaging the PAI in land allocation despite the central 

government’s preferences.  

It is important to qualify that some of the central government’s policies in the 

sphere of land were implemented. Among these was the return of unused land that was 

expropriated in 1976 for the Judaization of the Galilee, official recognition of some 

northern settlements constructed without zoning plans and authorization, and the 

establishment of Abu Basma regional council to manage eight previously unrecognized 

Bedouin settlements in the Negev region (Reiter, 2011).  

In the final analysis, however, this government’s policy objectives were 

undermined by the land authorities' refrain from implementation, a subversion 
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attributable to their diverging preferences in land policy and their capacity to pursue 

them. This was pursued through marginal advancement in the creation of up-to-date 

zoning and implementation of development plans for Arab localities, and the 

maintenance of institutional barriers and discrimination against the PAI in accessing 

decision-making positions. As a result, this exceptional window of opportunity created by 

a minority-friendly government, and during the regional peace process's unique 

momentum, was largely missed.  

 

Backsliding (1996–Present) 

Tracing Backsliding and Widening Gaps between Official Policy 

and Implementation 

Prime Minister Rabin's assassination in 1995 brought this short period of 

attempted accommodation to an end. Netanyahu's right-of-centre government (1996-

1999) abolished the budgets allocated to close the socioeconomic gaps approved by the 

previous government (Abraham Initiatives, 2013, p.28). Further, in 1997, the demolition 

of unauthorized construction in Arab local authorities, attributable to the lack of up-to-

date zoning plans for housing construction (Harel-Shalev, 2010), was intensified and an 

area of 500 acres in the northern area of Wadi Ara, populated predominantly by the PAI, 

was closed and declared a "firing zone" (Abraham Initiatives, 2013, p.28).  

Further backsliding occurred in 1998 when the government adopted Government 

Resolution on the "National Priority Areas"—a budget allocation mechanism for local 

authorities in Israel. The resolution demarcated the state territory into three distinct 

geographical areas classified according to their settlements' socioeconomic status 

(Jabareen & Agabaria, 2010, p. 70). It was designed to provide government assistance to 
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weak areas by assigning them preferential treatment and absorbing some of their financial 

burdens (Khamaisi, 2011). However, the eligibility criteria for this plan disqualified most 

Arab local authorities that could not meet such conditions as military service, 

unrecognized villages, and residence in large settlements (Sikkuy Report, 2000). Arab 

local authorities' lack of industrial areas and the prerequisites of the production of goods 

for local consumption denied the remaining settlements state benefits (Khamaisi, 2011). 

Consequently, of a total of 191 settlements that qualified for government assistance, only 

four were Arab, although local Arab authorities' socioeconomic indicators put them in the 

lowest cluster of Israel's settlements (Khamaisi, 2011). In this manner, this plan excluded 

PAI settlements from the benefits of the plan and led to the increase of the already sizable 

socioeconomic gap between the Jewish and PAI local authorities.  

In October 2000, violent clashes between PAI protesters and the police resulted in 

13 dead and hundreds injured. Although the second Palestinian uprising (Intifadah) was 

the catalyst for these events, a state commission of inquiry highlighted the ongoing 

discrimination against the Arab minority as the underlying cause of the protests (Or 

Commission Report, 2003). Prime Minister Barak's Labor-led government addressed 

minority grievances through a designated government program. In late October 2000, the 

government approved Government Resolution 2467, also referred to as the "4-Billion-

NIS" program, for seventy-three Arab local authorities (Abraham Initiatives, 2013, p.9). 

Land policy featured as an important area for budget allocation and focused on 

developing zoning plans for Arab local authorities, infrastructure, and the economic 

development of the Arab minority as a whole (Abraham Initiatives, 2013).  
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However, this government was short-lived and replaced already in March 2001 

before having a chance to act on its program. Its successor, a right-wing Likud 

government, led by Ariel Sharon, did not fully implement Government Resolution 2467. 

The Or Commission, established to investigate the October 2000 events, pointed to this 

failure, which was partly attributed to budgetary shortfalls (Or Commission Report, 

2003). Nevertheless, the Sharon-led government took some steps to regulate land issues 

in PAI authorities. It allocated 17.1 million NIS to settle land disputes with Bedouins, 

recognized eight Bedouin communities in the Negev, established a local Bedouin council 

(Abu-Basma), and allocated funds to develop 60,000 dunams (approximately 15,000 

acres) for Bedouin settlements (Abraham Initiatives, 2013, pp.36-37).  

However, alongside these targeted programs to correct inequalities between 

Jewish and Arab authorities, renewed Judaization projects were launched. The central 

government facilitated projects designed to alter the demographic balance in the Negev 

region in favour of Jews through the construction of new Jewish settlements and the 

approval of dozens of individual Jewish farms to ensure Jewish presence in the Negev 

region (Abraham Initiatives, 2013). This government also demolished an average of 300 

houses annually in unrecognized Bedouin villages and sprayed poison over 12,000 

dunams (about 3,000 acres) used by Bedouins to prevent what was claimed to be "illegal 

land cultivation," attempting to drive the Bedouins out of these areas (Abraham 

Initiatives, 2013, pp.36-37).  

Thereafter, Israeli governments adopted several important decisions to address 

land shortages and the housing crisis in minority communities. Ehud Olmert-led centrist 

government (2006-2009) held two conferences dedicated to the development of Arab 
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localities and established the Economic Development Authority of the Minority Sector to 

devise development programs for the Arab minority (Abraham Initiatives, 2013). In 

March 2010, the Benjamin Netanyahu-led government adopted Government Resolution 

1539—a five-year plan (2010-2014) for economic development in thirteen Arab 

communities. This plan's total budget was 778.5 million NIS (Government Resolution 

1539, 2010). Just over three hundred million NIS of the budget was designated for 

housing in Arab local authorities and 226.15 million NIS for their economic 

development, including the development of private and state lands for industrial areas 

and employment centres (Government Resolution 1539, 2010). Furthermore, in 2012, the 

government adopted Government Resolution 4432 to expand the scale of land, housing, 

and infrastructure projects in thirteen Arab local authorities. It allocated fifty million NIS 

for this five-year plan in effect between 2012 and 2016 (Government Resolution 4432, 

2012).  

This trajectory of five-year plans continued in 2016 with the adoption of two 

additional plans to economically integrate minority populations in Israel, specified in 

Government Resolutions 346 and 922 from August 2015 and December 2015, 

respectively (State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 2019). Government Resolution 922 

allocated the largest budget ever for investment in the PAI in Israel's history. Of a total of 

fifteen billion NIS, 2.1 billion were earmarked for the detailed planning and development 

of state and private lands for housing projects and public areas in Arab local authorities 

(State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 2019). 

Druze, Bedouin, and Circassian communities were excluded from this plan as the 

government developed separate multi-year plans for them (Kasir & Tsachor-Shai, 2016). 
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These included: Government Resolution 959, "Plan for Development and Empowerment 

of the Druze and Circassian Localities for 2016-2019" adopted in January 2016; 

Government Resolution 1480, "Government Plan for Empowering and Strengthening 

Economic and Social Economy of the Bedouin Localities in the North for 2016-2020" 

from June 2016, and Government Resolution 2397, "Government Plan for Social 

Economic Development among the Bedouin Population in the Negev 2017–2021" from 

February 2017 (State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 2019, p.556).  

This series of five-year government programs adopted in the 2010s was designed 

to remedy the land shortages in Arab local authorities and, therefore, should have 

alleviated decades-long discrimination against the PAI in land access, use, and 

ownership. However, these programs' implementation plans fell short of achieving the 

declared objectives (State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 2019). Among the most common 

challenges were the lack of available state lands for use in Arab local authorities, lengthy 

zoning and planning procedures for these communities, and the absence of local 

committees with authority that would have allowed the PAI greater independence in land 

planning (State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 2019). Although the PAI’s population in 

Israel has increased tenfold since 1948, plans to establish the first Arab city have yet to 

materialize. Similarly, the unauthorized construction of housing in Arab local authorities 

has not been resolved and is still ongoing. This is attributable to the reality of severe 

housing shortages and population growth combined with the persistent lack of up-to-date 

zoning plans (Harel-Shalev, 2010; Kimmerling & Migdal, 2003; Peleg & Waxman, 

2011). Consequently, partial implementation of government programs and unused 

budgets undermined the declared objectives of governmental policies and provided 
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marginal solutions to the systemic discrimination and marginalization the PAI continue to 

experience in the sphere of land.   

 

Explaining Backsliding and Widening the Gap between Official 

Policy and Implementation 

Following the 1996 parliamentary elections, a narrow coalition of right-of-centre 

and religious parties formed the new government under the leadership of Benjamin 

Netanyahu. This government reversed the previous affirmative action programs 

(Abraham Initiatives, 2013). It also initiated and actively pursued its objectives in land 

policy through the "National Priorities Plan," applying a discriminatory budget allocation 

mechanism against Arab local authorities (Khamaisi, 2011; Sikkuy Report, 2000). 

However, in sharp distinction from the bureaucratic drift under the previous government 

led by Yitzhak Rabin, the bureaucracy implemented these policies, an indication of 

aligned preferences between elected officials and bureaucrats. Specifically, the 

authorities completely terminated previous plans, implemented the new ones, and 

resumed the demolition of unauthorized housing in Arab local authorities (Abraham 

Initiatives, 2013; Khamaisi, 2011).  

Beginning in 1999 with Barak's Yisrael Ahat alliance of Labor and two smaller 

parties, Israeli governments initiated ad hoc programs to address some of the Arab 

minority’s grievances about land through the allocation of budgets and development of 

zoning plans for the Arab local authorities' infrastructure, and industrial and housing 

projects (Abraham Initiatives, 2013, p.9). Prima facie, the frequency and sizable funding 

of government plans to address the PAI's needs for additional lands and legalization of 

existing constructions in their authorities suggest long-term land policy planning to 
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accommodate minorities. However, these were only ad hoc programs, not a 

comprehensive solution.  

Overall, Israeli governments between 1996 and 2020 period were committed to a 

strong nationalizing agenda. Institutional discrimination persisted as political authority 

over land has remained fragmented as a result of the JNF’s power inherited from the 

1950s. Accordingly, this permanent veto point in the decision-making chain has been 

used by non-elected officials to influence the direction of policy and its outcomes and 

subvert government programs that were intended to alleviate the land difficulties in Arab 

authorities. These objectives were achieved through three mechanisms, prevalent in the 

previous periods: (1) the exclusion of PAI representatives from the decision-making 

process in land management bodies, (2) tangling land projects in Arab localities through 

red tape, and (3) framing land shortages as objective realities while attributing low 

implementation rates to the sociocultural characteristics of the PAI themselves.  

The evidence for these mechanisms of bureaucratic drift that continues to shape 

land policy outcomes is multiple. First, PAI representatives have remained largely 

excluded from managerial positions in state authorities responsible for land policies. In 

2000, the Knesset adopted amendments to the Civil Service Law (Appointments) (1959) 

that stipulate the requirement of the Arab minority’s fair representation at all ranks and 

levels of civil service employment. Nonetheless, the meaning of "fair representation" 

lends itself to various interpretations (Bitar, 2017), and has resulted in varying levels of 

enforcement in different state institutions. The PAI's representation in state institutions 

for land planning and construction, including district committees, has remained low 

relative to their share in the population. For instance, in 2015, PAI representatives 
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constituted only 4.3% of the staff at the Ministry of Housing (Kasir & Tsachor-Shai, 

2016). According to a State Comptroller report, at the end of 2017, minority 

representatives constituted just 6% of the National Council Plenum for Planning and 

Construction (2 of 54 members) and approximately 7% of district planning and building 

plenum councils (4 of 54 members). Further, only 6% (1 of 17 members) of the 

representatives in the Northern District Council were PAI in 2018, although they 

constitute 54% of the total population in that area (State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 

2019, p.549).  

Minority representatives' limited access to senior positions at the Ministry of 

Construction and Housing and the ILA extends beyond inadequate representation. It 

affords organized nationalist interests unchecked control in staffing the senior and mid-

level positions and over policy implementation. In an act reminiscent of the military era 

regime, in 2016, the Ministry of Housing and Construction appointed a former career 

military officer with no relevant expertise or experience in land policy to head the Arab 

local authorities’ development department (Senior official at the Ministry of Construction 

and Housing, personal communication, April 7, 2016).  

Second, the implementation of land planning and development programs in Arab 

local authorities has remained an extraordinarily lengthy process, particularly on state 

lands. This is because the bureaucratic institutions in charge of doing so lack the interest 

and knowledge of the PAI localities to implement these programs adequately (Rudnitsky, 

2014, cited in Kasir & Tsachor-Shai, 2016). For example, private PAI lands near the 

Arab local authority of Jadeida-Makar expropriated in the 1970s for the creation of 

residential, commercial and public facilities were not finalized until 2018 (State 
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Comptroller & Ombudsman, 2019). Similarly, the implementation of government 

programs for affirmative action in Arab local authorities remains incomplete. By the end 

of 2017, the land authorities had implemented only 1% (322,000 NIS of 5.26 million 

NIS) of the budget Government Resolution 922 allocated for the development of the PAI 

authorities (State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 2019, p. 577). This program's 

implementation fell short in several additional ways, most notably in locating state lands 

available for development near Arab local authorities and establishing local Arab 

committees with planning autonomy in these communities (State Comptroller & 

Ombudsman, 2019, p.555).  

The third mechanism through which non-elected officials have been influencing 

the course of land policies since the 2000s is policy framing. Officials at the Ministry of 

Construction and Housing and the ILA have consistently framed government programs' 

low implementation rates and pervasive shortages of land in Arab local authorities as 

challenges attributable to the sociocultural characteristics of the Arab themselves and 

shortages of state lands available to them. An explicit address to the sociocultural 

characteristics of the minority was made by the inter-ministerial team formed from 

representatives of the Ministry of Construction and Housing and the ILA to identify the 

challenges to the land planning and construction in Arab authorities (Report of the 120-

day team, 2015). The team focused on the primary barriers to land planning, marketing, 

and construction in Arab local authorities and raised two key challenges. First, rural Arab 

communities are characterized by unregulated self-construction of low-rise housing. 

Second, a significant share of land in Arab communities remains privately owned, and 

the owners are largely disinterested in initiating housing construction on that land, 
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particularly for housing projects that are not low-rise (State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 

2019). The officials at the Ministry of Construction and Housing and the ILA presented 

the lack of available state lands in Arab localities as an additional barrier to solving the 

minority’s housing shortage (Report of the 120-day team, 2015). A senior Jewish official 

from another ministry conveyed this perception of minority characteristics and lack of 

state lands as follows: 

"There is an acute problem in the Arab sector…They are not willing to 

build [housing projects according to] stratified construction…the mentality is to 

build as much as possible on the ground. So, they are stuck against the state 

because the state wants the Arab sector to understand what kind of country we 

live in and start building stratified construction. There is no land. [You] want 

land? Build ten stratified buildings. Won't build? Won't get the land" (Senior 

official at the Ministry for the Development of the Periphery, the Negev and the 

Galilee, personal communication, April 3, 2016). 

 

As a result of these observations, in 2015, the fourth Netanyahu-led government 

adopted the policy evaluation and recommendations of the 120-day team in Government 

Resolutions 346 and 922 (State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 2019). These five-year plans 

pursued stratified construction as the primary policy solution for land and housing 

shortages in Arab local authorities. 

Crucially, other policy solutions, such as creating new PAI settlements and cities 

across Israel, designating state lands for the expansion of Arab authorities' jurisdiction 

areas, and establishing local committees to increase PAI's prominence in land planning 

were sidelined entirely. In fact, the allocation of state lands available for development 

projects and expansion of PAI authorities' jurisdiction areas are among the least 

implemented objectives of the five-year government plans (State Comptroller & 

Ombudsman, 2019). The JNF stipulated that the use of available state lands near Arab 
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local authorities is restricted such that their development for non-Jewish purposes is 

banned (State Comptroller & Ombudsman, 2019).  

Further, the ILA and the Ministry of Construction and Housing have completely 

dismissed the creation of new PAI settlements as a practical policy solution. As Lavie 

pointed out accurately, such measures would be essential to address the PAI’s practical 

needs, but they also involve a broader consideration of the national question of land 

ownership in Israel and the ILA’s principles in land use (Lavie, 2016). Thus, 

government-led policies for long-term planning and land projects’ development in Arab 

communities have been deadlocked because of the legal and ideological reality of land 

control in Israel. As long as the Jewish national institutions are over-represented in the 

decision-making process on land and enforce nationalizing principles in the 

implementation of policies and allocation mechanisms, top-down policy initiatives are 

unlikely to translate into meaningful changes. The arrangement empowering the JNF, 

enacted during the early days of Israel’s independence, has served to fragment authority 

over land policy by creating a lasting veto point, enabling the Jewish national institutions 

to influence government policy and implementation.  

Accordingly, the bureaucracy has continued to present the main challenge in 

implementing government policies on land, even when there has been a political will to 

invest in the PAI. This disparity between official policy and practical outcomes results 

from the exclusion of PAI representatives from decision-making positions in the land 

management bodies, limiting the implementation of government programs, and framing 

land shortages and policy challenges as detrimental characteristics of the minority itself, 

not discriminatory state treatment.  
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Conclusion 

Following the Declaration of Independence, the State of Israel embarked on a 

large scale land nationalization project to realize its demographic and territorial interests 

in land planning, development, provision of housing and property, and settlement 

(Kretzmer, 1990; Peleg & Waxman, 2011, pp.39-40). Specifically, Israel pursued core 

Zionist objectives of Land Redemption in the ancestral homeland of Jews and its 

settlement by Jews from the Diaspora, while simultaneously stripping Palestinians within 

its borders of land rights (Yiftachel, 2002). In the first period, Israel developed a 

comprehensive land regime to acquire lands under state control and assertively pursued 

the Judaization policy designed to alter the demographic landscape in areas inhabited 

predominantly by the PAI. In the early 1990s, the state officially committed to minority 

accommodation but neglected to implement most of its own land policy measures. Since 

then, the land policy toward the PAI has been backsliding, and the general goals in land 

have been focused on the development of allocation mechanisms for urban, rural, and 

industrial developments and their management (Harel-Shalev, 2010). Overall, since 1948, 

Israel established 700 new Jewish communities, but not a single Arab one (Lavie, 2016). 

Of the total of 1187 communities in Israel, only 34 are PAI communities, with a total 

jurisdiction area of 2.5% of the land in Israel, just a fraction of that they possessed in 

1947 (Lavie, 2016; Peleg & Waxman, 2011). 

The analysis in this chapter complements the existing scholarship, which uses 

Israel’s treatment of the PAI as a textbook example of a nationalizing state’s policy of 

discrimination and exclusion toward its transborder minority. Importantly, this analysis 

offers a causal mechanism explaining why Israel has maintained an exclusionary policy 
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toward its ethnic minority. The answer is that fragmentation of policy authority in the 

sphere of land granted non-elected officials broad discretion that they exercised to shape 

state policies and determine their outcomes. Namely, Jewish national organizations’ 

permanent representation in the land management bodies allowed them to achieve 

outcomes that benefitted the Jewish nation alone. This bureaucratic discretion has had 

detrimental effects for the PAI in accessing and using land. The next chapter explores 

Israel’s education policy in relation to the PAI, which unfolded in a different manner. 
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Chapter 8 

Israel’s Education Policy—Policymaking Process toward the Palestinian 

Arab Minority 

 

Introduction 

This chapter examines Israel’s education policy from state independence in 1948 

to the present, over four distinct periods: (1) Exclusion and Discrimination (1948-1991); 

(2) Partial Accommodation (1992-1995); (3) Backsliding (1996-2014), and (4) Renewed 

Accommodation (2015-Present). I first describe each period’s policy characteristics and 

objectives and then move on to explain them. The final part explains Israel’s treatment of 

the Palestinian Arab citizens in land and education policies in tandem.  

The State of Israel preserved a separate system of Arab education following the 

declaration of independence. Since 1948, state policy in this sphere changed four times, 

indicating shifts from exclusion to partial accommodation, backsliding and recently, 

renewed accommodation. The analysis and evaluation of state policies toward Arab 

education are based on three pillars that have sustained it as a separate education system 

since state formation: decision-making process, budget allocation mechanisms, and the 

content of the Arab curriculum. State policies in each of the four periods from 1948 to 

2020 are assessed in relation to these pillars as they indicate: (1) the extent of the PAI’s 

control over the decision-making process relating to Arab education, including the 

educational and pedagogical objectives, staffing, and representation of the minority at all 

levels of the education system, (2) the allocation of funds and their distribution within the 
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education system, and (3) the Arab curriculum’s content in each period, particularly in 

relation to the PAI’s distinct ethnonational, religious, cultural and historical backgrounds. 

The characteristics of each period are briefly summarized in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Characteristics of Education Policy toward the PAI from 1948 to 2020 

 

 

In brief, in the first period (1948-1991), Israeli governments sought to suppress 

the Palestinian national identity and create a submissive ethnic minority (Abu Saad, 

2006). To this end, the Arab curriculum was emptied of minority national character 

leaving out contemporary Palestinian culture and history altogether. The decision-making 

process was managed exclusively by Jewish officials, while PAI educators were excluded 

and placed under surveillance by security services. Finally, the Ministry of Education 

utilized discriminatory budget mechanisms to underfund the Arab system systematically.  

Partial minority accommodation was introduced in the second period (1992-1995) 

with dedicated surplus budgets to remedy past discrimination and reduce the 

socioeconomic disparities between the Jewish and PAI students (Jabareen, 2006). PAI 

 1948-1991 1992-1995 1996-2014 2015-present 

Access of the 

PAI to the 

decision-making 

process 

Excluded  Excluded 

(consulted but 

with no effect) 

Renewed 

exclusion, with 

one exception 

(2006-2009)     

Included 

Budgets Discriminatory  

 

 

Partial affirmative 

action 

Termination of 

affirmative action 

with occasional 

aberrations 

Accommodated 

Curriculum 

content 

Exclusion (focused 

on creating a docile 

population) 

Exclusion (no 

national content) 

Exclusion, with 

one exception 

(2006-2009)  

Excluded (no 

national content) 
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educators and representatives were also included in the consultation and decision-making 

process. However, the incomplete implementation of government decisions and the lack 

of change in the Arab curriculum render this policy as partial accommodation.  

A general trajectory of backsliding from the Rabin-led government's policies took 

place between 1996 and 2014, with two minor exceptions, detailed in the analysis below. 

During this period, PAI representatives were once again excluded from the decision-

making process, discrimination in budget allocation to the Arab education system was 

resumed, and the Arab curriculum stressed the need to develop the Arabs’ loyalty to the 

Jewish state, but paid almost no attention to their distinct identity.  

As part of a broader reconceptualization of the PAI as an overlooked human 

resource with the potential to contribute to the Israeli economy’s growth, education 

policy has been unfolding along a new trajectory since 2015. Greater minority 

accommodation has been afforded to the PAI through meaningful inclusion of PAI 

representatives in the decision-making processes and the allocation of substantial state 

resources to advance the Arab education system. At the same time, the Arab curriculum 

has remained a sensitive issue and has not received much attention in this otherwise 

profound policy change.  

Of these four periods, the preferences of the elected officials committed to a 

strong nationalizing agenda were adequately followed through by the non-elected 

officials during the first and the third periods. This alignment fits the theoretical 

expectations in the scholarship of observing exclusionary policies toward ethnic 

minorities under governments with a strong nationalizing agenda. During the second 

period, however, the elected officials’ commitment to nationalizing agenda was weaker, 
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and yet, this government’s policies were only partially implemented. The most significant 

deviation from the theoretical expectations occurs in the fourth period when the 

government’s level of nationalizing agenda does not correspond with the official policy it 

adopted toward the minority. Specifically, the government at the time was committed to a 

high degree of nationalizing agenda, but it also adopted the most accommodating 

education policy toward the PAI in Israel’s history.  

 

Exclusion and Discrimination (1948–1991) 

Development of the Initial Education Policy 

The legal foundation of Israel’s education system is based on the Israel 

Compulsory Education Act (1949) and the State Education Law (1953). The former 

established state-funded compulsory education for every child between the ages of 5 and 

13. The State Education Law integrated the pre-existing schooling system in Israel, which 

different Zionist streams operated prior to state independence (Becker, 1956). Together, 

these two state laws provided for the establishment of the education system, composed of 

general and religious systems, each with an autonomous status. While the general system 

of public education was based on the pre-state secular schools, the religious system was 

based on the national-religious Mizrachi schooling (Tadmor-Shimonoy, 2011). Arab 

education was integrated into the general education system as a distinct sub-category. It 

was administered by a designated body at the Ministry of Education, with separate 

schools, budgets and curricula, and Arabic as the language of instruction (Arar, 2012; 

Swirski & Dagan-Buzaglo, 2009). Yet, unlike the religious schooling system, the Arab 

system was not granted autonomous status (Shafir & Peled, 2002). The complete 

separation of Arab and Jewish students in the general system allowed the state to 
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minimize the differences between different Jewish immigrants while heightening those 

between Jews and the PAI (El-Taji Daghash, 2013).  

During the first four decades, Israeli governments used this separation to apply 

discriminatory policies against the Arab education system through the control of the 

decision-making process, budgets, and curriculum. First, Jewish representatives in the 

Ministry of Education centralized the decision-making process over Arab education. As a 

result, PAI educators and representatives were denied the possibility to determine the 

educational content and purpose of their national group (Jabareen & Agabaria, 2010; 

Smooha, 1993). Specifically, the management of the Arab education system was 

undertaken by the “Unit for Arab Education,” staffed with Jewish bureaucrats, while PAI 

educators were incapable of influencing their colleagues’ decision-making process 

(Rinnawi, 1996). 

Between 1948 and 1966, the military government and the Ministry of Education 

shared the management of Arab education. The military government controlled the 

appointment of teachers tightly and blacklisted those who did not comply with the 

official policy or cooperate with the military (Al-Haj, 1995; Lustick 1980). Although the 

Ministry justified the security checks of every public employee who had not served in the 

Israeli Defense Forces, other employees, such as Orthodox Jewish teachers who did not 

serve in the military either were never subjected to the security checks procedure (Al-Haj, 

1995). The cooptation of PAI representatives in exchange for senior educational positions 

(such as school principals) and civil service positions at the Ministry (such as educational 

supervisors) constituted additional means of state surveillance over this minority (Abu 

Saad, 2006; Arar, 2012).  
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After the government abolished the military government’s control over the Arab 

population in 1966, control over Arab education came under the sole jurisdiction of the 

Ministry of Education. Nevertheless, the hiring process remained subject to the approval 

of Israel’s domestic security service (Shin Bet) (Al-Haj, 1995; Smooha, 1993).  

Second, Jewish officials at the Ministry of Education enforced control over the 

mechanisms of resource allocation in education. The Ministry of Education used 

discriminatory budget distribution schemes that disqualified Arab schools from state 

subsidies and institutionalized the systematic underfunding of Arab schools (Abu Saad, 

2006). For example, alongside need-based economic subsidies, the Ministry introduced in 

1958 a knowledge test for Grade 8 students that would determine eligibility for the 

subsidies (Abu-Asba, 2008). The test was designed in a way that favoured Jewish 

students. As a result, only 18% of the PAI students qualified for this subsidy, compared 

to 83% of the Jewish students, even though the former’s socioeconomic status and 

performance were, on average, significantly lower (Al-Haj, 1995). In this manner, the 

Ministry allocated additional subsidies to Jewish schools, even though they had already 

enjoyed privileged state funding.   

Further discrimination in budget allocation was introduced in 1963 under the 

budgeting scheme termed “Nurture Index,” which was designed to assist disadvantaged 

students (either from a lower socioeconomic background or new immigrants). The index 

provided a measure of schools’ socioeconomic status, which was then used to determine 

school budgets for additional instruction hours (Strauss Report, 2007). This budgeting 

scheme was based on the aggregated scores of (1) 4th-grade learning achievements and 8th 

graders’ survey results (50%); (2) characteristics of the student population (immigrants 
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and those whose fathers were of Asian or African origins) (30%), and (3) teachers and 

school principals’ characteristics (experience and qualifications) (20%) (Strauss Report, 

2007). Schools that scored in the bottom third according to this index were deemed 

“deserving of nurture.”  

The heavy proportion assigned to an immigrant background (30%) reflected the 

government’s priority to absorb a large wave of Jewish immigrants from the Middle East 

and North Africa. Because of this criterion, Arab schools did not score sufficiently low to 

qualify for state funding, although they had underperformed consistently compared to 

Jewish students and otherwise met the “disadvantaged student” criterion (Al-Haj, 1995).  

Third, the Arab system lacked a dedicated curriculum and clear learning 

objectives that it was meant to achieve (Al-Haj, 1995; Saban, 2002). The only specific 

reference to the Arab system was expressed in Article 4 of the State Education Law, 

which stated that “in non-Jewish educational institutions, the curriculum shall be adapted 

to their unique conditions.” This vague statement provided no further guidelines for the 

goals and educational objectives that Arab education was expected to achieve or ways to 

adapt it to the new reality of the PAI as an ethnonational minority in a newly-formed 

Jewish state. In fact, the Arab education system’s curriculum excluded references to Arab 

national identity and omitted contemporary Palestinian culture, history, and national 

identity completely (Abu Saad, 2006; Al Haj, 1995; Harel-Shalev, 2010; Kimmerling & 

Migdal, 2003; Saban, 2002). An illustrative example of this omission is the teaching of 

history, a sensitive and contentious topic in the Israeli education system. In the 1950s and 

1960s, both Jewish and Arab schools dedicated 60% of the history curriculum to world 

history (Al-Haj, 2002). The remaining 40% was devoted to Jewish history in the Jewish 
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schools, but in Arab schools, an additional 20% was dedicated to Jewish and Zionist 

history, leaving them with only 20% of the curriculum to teach the Arabs’ general history 

(Al-Haj, 2002).  

It was not until the 1970s that the Ministry of Education resolved to address the 

lack of specific educational goals for Arab students. Their primary motivation was to 

address the increased politicization of the Palestinian national identity and alienation of 

Arab students from the state, which the authorities flagged as a worrisome tendency that 

required immediate attention (Al-Haj, 2002; Arar, 2012). This process, often referred to 

as a period of “national awakening” and “Palestinization,” unfolded against the 

background of the end of the military government, renewed contact between the PAI and 

Palestinians outside Israel’s borders, and the rise of the Palestinian national movement in 

the Middle East region (Smooha, 1984). 

The series of expert committee teams formed to address the needs of the PAI in 

education commenced in 1971. The Ministry of Education set up two consecutive 

education committees that recommended the development of distinct goals for Arabs’ 

and Druzes’ education, and emphasized the latter’s distinct religion and heritage (Al-Haj, 

2002; Court & Abbas, 2010). The Ministry adopted these recommendations and 

articulated the general goal of Arab education as the: “…love for the land that is shared 

by all its citizens and loyalty to the State of Israel” (Al-Haj, 1995). This declared 

aspiration for loyalty to the state and peace between Jews and Arabs was present only in 

the Arab curriculum; no similar aspiration was mentioned in the Jewish textbooks 

(Sarsour, 1981 cited in Al-Haj, 2002, p.176).  
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In the 1980s, the Ministry added the development of a “…feeling of identification 

with the Arab nation and its culture and with the State of Israel and all its inhabitants,” to 

the goals of Arab education. At the same time, only general references to the Arab nation 

were included, and no references were made to the Palestinian people (Al-Haj, 2002). 

Other than this broad and vague statement, the Arab history and Jewish curricula 

remained as asymmetric in terms of content and objectives as they were in the preceding 

decades.  

Overall, the strategies and programs the Ministry of Education launched between 

the 1970s and the early 1990s somewhat loosened the tight security control over Arab 

education in the first decades. Nevertheless, the education policy toward the minority 

continued to follow an exclusionary and discriminatory trajectory through three key 

mechanisms: Jewish officials’ hegemonic control over the policy process, discriminatory 

budget allocation mechanisms, and marginalization of the minority’s cultural and 

national identity within the educational curriculum. 

 

Explaining Initial Policies of Exclusion and Discrimination 

Authority over the initial development in Arab education policy during the 1950s 

lay with the political elite and the central security committee (Al-Haj, 1995). The first 

government led by David Ben Gurion’s Mapai Party (predecessor of the Labor Party) 

perceived the PAI as a national security threat, but it lacked political consensus on the 

way Israel should treat the Arabs who remained in Israel after the 1948 war (Levy, 2005). 

While some policymakers argued in favour of assimilating Arabs and integrating Arab 

schools with the Hebrew-speaking schools, others advocated separating the Jewish and 
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Arab students completely and establishing tight control over the latter’s education (Al-

Haj, 1995). In light of the perception of the Arab minority as a security threat and the 

subversive potential of separate Arab education, supporters of segregation and control 

prevailed, and the government established a separate system of Arab education that was 

heavily centralized under tight Jewish control (Lustick, 1980).  

The separation of Jewish and PAI students facilitated the creation of parallel 

Jewish and Palestinian societies (Jabareen, 2006), thereby preventing assimilation that 

would have impaired the state’s ethnonational identity (Abu-Saad, 2006; Reiter, 2009). 

Officially, the government justified this separation on the grounds of the historical 

experience of the Jewish people outside of Israel, who had sought to preserve their 

cultural lifestyle wherever they resided and thus established a separate education system 

(Arar, 2012). 

Once Ben Gurion’s government laid the legal foundations for the education policy 

in the early 1950s, the discretion to manage education policy was left with the officials in 

the Ministry of Education, who were all Jewish. The Unit for Arab Education and the 

position of the Advisor on Arab Affairs to the Minister of Education coordinated and 

executed the primary approaches to Arab education, defined its goals, controlled the 

curriculum, and even managed propaganda activities (Al-Haj, 1995).  

The delegation of authority to non-elected education officials effectively 

fragmented political authority and presented opportunities for bureaucratic drift in the 

policy process. However, because the civil servants were by and large politically 

appointed, a tendency attributable to Mapai’s hegemonic control over the state apparatus 

(Arian, 2005; Nachmias & Sened, 2002), education officials were at least to some extent 
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loyal to the Mapai party. Additionally, Mapai’s pursuit of the Zionist objective of 

“ingathering of the exiles” meant that the education system, a key socialization 

institution, was tasked with the absorption of masses of Jewish immigrants from various 

backgrounds and their integration into a uniform political identity shared by all Jews 

(Benavot & Resh, 2003; Nir & Inbar, 2010). As a result, the delegation of authority to 

politically appointed officials with an instrumental role in the absorption of masses of 

immigrants over short periods significantly reduced the chances for bureaucratic drift. 

Indeed, entrusted by Ben Gurion’s government, the officials at the Ministry of 

Education maintained the separate Arab education system under tight Jewish control and 

denied the Palestinian Arabs autonomy in shaping its content or defining its objectives. 

Their specific priorities were to achieve nationalizing objectives while simultaneously 

improving the socioeconomic wellbeing of Arab students to negate any potential for 

disturbances or collective uprisings (Al-Haj, 1995). For example, to achieve the 

nationalizing objective, the Ministry orchestrated forced celebrations of Israel’s 

Independence Day in Arab Schools, in which Joshua Palmon, a former Arab advisor to 

the Jewish Agency, coordinated the activities together with the military government 

(Robinson, 2013). The Palestinian Arab teachers, kept under the Ministry of Education 

and the military government’s surveillance, as well as their colleagues and even students, 

were recruited to plan these humiliating celebrations (Robinson, 2013).  

Further, the Deputy Director-General of the Ministry of Education searched 

through more than three centuries of European colonial powers’ curricula, seeking 

guidance on ways to create a docile population with no collective national awareness 

(Robinson, 2013). In a meeting at the Ministry on October 22, 1957, a senior official 
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expressed this priority in the following way: “To educate Arab citizens to be effective for 

the state and themselves, and for them not to become a fifth column or potential activists 

for surrounding enemies…” (State Archives 145/1292/GL).  

Although the Ministry of Education scrutinized the content of Arab education and 

employed various tactics to achieve a docile generation of Arab youth, it did not develop 

a dedicated curriculum for Arab students that went beyond surveillance and the 

achievement of compliance. In 1955, Palmon expressed the Ministry’s confidence in 

instilling calm among the Arab youth, but also admitted that teaching the Arabic 

language and literature without any reference to Arab national content was a pedagogical 

challenge (Robinson, 2013). In the absence of a specifically developed curriculum for 

Arab education, the Ministry left in place the syllabi used during the British Mandate (Al-

Haj, 1995).  

It was not until the early 1970s that Ministry officials engaged in the discussion of 

the purpose, objectives, and curricula of Arab education. They were motivated by the 

profound political, territorial, and social transformations that unfolded as a result of the 

end of the military government in 1966, the territorial expansion of the 1967 war, and the 

growing alienation of the PAI student from the state and Palestinization of their identity 

(Levy, 2005). Education officials were particularly concerned with the failure of the 

military government to impose a sense of loyalty to the state on the Arab students and the 

pressing need to develop an approach that would reduce their growing alienation (Levy, 

2005). 

Internal discussions at the Ministry reflect the dilemma they perceived regarding 

Arab education at the time, finding the balance between creating a generation of Arabs 
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with a sense of loyalty to Israel and the recognition of this minority as Israeli citizens 

who have a distinct culture and identity from the Jews (Levy, 2005). In 1973, Emanuel 

Kupilevitch, a senior official in the Ministry of Education, asked at a departmental 

meeting: “The basic question is: Should we educate Israeli Arabs as Israelis, as Arabs, or 

as Israeli Arabs?” (Kupilevitch, 1973, p.325, cited in Al-Haj, 1995, p.116). A series of 

committees were established in the 1970s and 1980s to address this dilemma.  

In 1974, the head of the Arab Education and Culture department and the chairman 

of the Pedagogical Secretariat decided jointly to establish a standing committee on the 

principal questions in Arab education. Ali Heidar, a PAI educator, was appointed to chair 

this committee of 14 members, nearly half of whom were PAI representatives (State 

Archives 17994/12/GL). It is important to note that minority representatives had no real 

power in these committees. That is because the security forces continued to oversee the 

staffing of PAI in education even after the end of the military government, and only 

collaborators loyal to the security services were appointed to these positions (Golan-

Agnon, 2006). Consequently, these minority representatives were symbolic 

representatives and did little to influence the goals of Arab education or steer it away 

from their Jewish colleagues’ preferred policy outcomes. In fact, these PAI 

representatives discussed at length the best methods to discourage the development of 

Arab national identity and the youth’s identification with the Palestinian nation, the way 

to teach them their political rights in a limited format, and in general, how to teach Arab 

students “to be a minority,”  by which they meant a docile and submissive community 

(State Archives 17994/12/GL). Another education official expressed the last point quite 

bluntly in 1976: “The problem is not to tell [an Arab student] he is an Arab living in the 
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State of Israel, but how to educate him to recognize his Arabness, on the one hand, and 

loyalty to the State of Israel in which he lives, on the other” (State Archives 

17994/12/GL). 

Ministerial discussion on the ways to inject some cultural and historical content 

into the Arab education without creating a nationally aware minority persisted throughout 

the 1970s and 1980s. And yet, they failed to materialize into a coherent policy objective 

or government program. Specifically, the Ministry formed professional committees to 

examine the state and the needs of Arab education without taking any practical steps or 

allocating resources to implement the committees’ recommendations (Al Haj, 1995). For 

example, in 1985, a committee chaired by Emanuel Kupilevitch, Director of the Unit for 

Arab Education, published its report that concluded that the socioeconomic and 

educational gaps between the two communities should be achieved (Al-Haj, 1995). 

However, except for several meetings between Jewish and PAI educators and public 

figures, no action was taken to implement any of the committee’s recommendations (Al-

Haj, 1995). By 1987, the Ministry had formed three more committees to examine Arab 

schools’ needs and make policy recommendations, yet no practical steps were taken to 

implement them.  

This lack of cohesiveness in the Ministry’s policy toward Arab education 

stemmed from internal ministerial disagreements on the way to manage Arab education 

best (Benziman & Mansour, 1992). According to some, these persistent discussions 

reflected the realization that the Arab minority formed an ambiguous social category of 

“Israeli Arabs” that was a radically new idea for the Jewish officials who had been 

“accustomed to conflating Israeliness with Jewishness” (Levy, 2005). The fact that no 
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coherent education policy or action plan emerged out of these committees supports the 

argument that the Ministry was still struggling to come to grips with the PAI as a 

permanent feature of Israel’s society. As a result, the Ministry of Education officials did 

not follow through with any practical steps on committee recommendations. Instead, they 

operated in a circular fashion and formed new committees, the plans and 

recommendations of which were adopted, but not implemented (Al Haj, 1995). 

This pervasive bureaucratic indecisiveness and lack of clear agenda toward Arab 

education beyond ensuring a compliant minority meant that the deliberative phase of 

policy formulation became an end in itself, as opposed to a stage in the policy process 

that would lead to policy change. Decision-making and policy implementation were left 

for another day. Al-Haj (1995) captured the essence of this practice accurately: “...one 

could say that as the tradition of appointing investigation committees by the Minister of 

Education continues, so too, does the absence of any significant effort to implement the 

recommendations of these committees” (p. 117). 

The balancing between recognition of the Arabs as a distinct minority and 

conditioning their integration in the Israeli society upon their loyalty to the state is also 

evident in occasional appointments of PAI educators to ostensibly important positions of 

power at the Ministry. For instance, in 1987, the Ministry appointed a Palestinian Arab 

educator to the position of the head of the Unit for Arab Education (Saban, 2002). 

However, the extended chain of subordination to the Pedagogical Secretary, the 

Department of Curricula, the Director-General and the Minister effectively downgraded 

the entire unit, rendered his nomination weak, and left him with little influence in his own 

unit (Saban, 2002, p.2782). 
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Throughout this period, bureaucratic control over all aspects of Arab education 

remained strong, with a heavily centralized decision-making process at the Ministry 

(Benavot & Resh, 2003). Intriguingly, education officials did not use the discretion they 

enjoyed to lead to policy outcomes that deviated from the established policy trajectory. 

That is because the non-elected officials had no institutional incentives to engage in 

entrepreneurial behaviour and shift the policy trajectory. Specifically, senior education 

officials had no incentive to advance accommodating programs in Arab schools to 

remedy inequality in resources, learning materials favourable to the nationalizing state’s 

objectives, and content on the PAI’s history and national identity. An institutional 

stimulus to pursue socially-conscious policies is associated with independent, 

professional, and apolitical bureaucracies, while the Israeli bureaucracy throughout this 

entire period was characterized by politicization and a lack of professionalism and formal 

rules of conduct (Arian, 2005; Nachmias & Sened, 2002; Rosenbloom & Yaroni, 2002). 

Consequently, education officials maintained their pre-established routines of neglecting 

or even actively discriminating against Arab schools in resource allocation and 

scrutinizing the content of Arab education. The ministerial committee discussions about 

Arab education also point to the relatively conservative preferences of Ministry officials 

to maintain the nationalizing objectives in decision-making, curriculum content, and 

budget allocation to the Arab education system. 

Similarly, in the absence of minority-friendly governments or minority parties in 

governing coalitions throughout this period, political actors had no ideological 

preferences or electoral interests in accommodating the PAI. Moreover, the end of 

Labor’s almost thirty-year hegemony in 1977, and the ascendance to power of the right-
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wing Likud party, presented an opportunity for a top-down policy change. However, 

education policy, and Arab education, in particular, was not at the forefront of the 

dominant political parties’ agenda. In fact, between 1977 and 1992, the education 

portfolio was assigned almost regularly to a junior coalition partner, the National 

Religious Party, whose interests were in religious education (Swirski & Dagan-Buzaglo, 

2009).  

The lack of politically driven policy changes in Arab education, even after the end 

of Labor’s rule in 1977, is indicative of political elites’ indifference to, or at least 

satisfaction with, bureaucratic management of this issue. In the absence of political 

initiatives to change existing policies that had kept the PAI in a separate education system 

controlled by Jewish officials, the management of this issue remained in the purview of 

the Ministry officials. 

Overall, throughout the four and a half decades between 1948 and 1991, the 

trajectory of education policy remained stable. This policy trajectory was initially laid 

down by Ben Gurion’s government, but shortly after, his government delegated authority 

to officials at the Ministry of Education, allowing bureaucrats considerable discretion. 

Concomitantly with establishing a separate Arab education system, the Ministry 

maintained control over it, marginalized the historical and national identity of the PAI in 

the curriculum, and discriminated against them in budget distribution. The foundations 

laid during the 1950s remained stable for over four decades because of the absence of 

both political preferences and institutional incentives to change it. 
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Partial Accommodation (1992–1995) 

Minority-Friendly Government’s Partial Accommodation 

Yitzhak Rabin’s Labor Party victory in the 1992 parliamentary elections signified 

the beginning of a new era for the PAI. The Labor party formed a dovish, minority-

friendly government that presented the reduction of the soaring socioeconomic disparities 

between the two communities as one of the most pressing issues of the time and 

committed officially to a comprehensive plan to remedy this reality (Jabareen, 2006).   

The declarative and practical actions his government advanced signified a policy 

shift from exclusion and discrimination toward some minority accommodation (Ozacky-

Lazar & Ghanem, 1995). In particular, the government officially recognized the decades-

long budgetary discrimination against the Arab education system (Abu-Asba, 2008). To 

remedy systemic discrimination, the government adopted a five-year plan with a budget 

of one billion NIS to cover additional 15,000 teaching hours to Arab schools, construct 

new classrooms, open recreational centres for extra-curricula activities, and offer 

psychological counselling in Arab schools (Rabin Center, 2018). The Rabin-headed 

government also adopted proportional resource allocation as the dominant budgeting 

strategy, stipulating that Arab schools were to be provided with resources in proportion 

with their demographic share of the population. Although this measure was insufficient to 

rectify the past discrimination against Arab education (Jabareen, 2006), it, nevertheless, 

marked a significant improvement on past practices.  

Additionally, the government introduced affirmative action programs that went 

beyond proportional allocation, thus increasing investment in Arab education. 

Affirmative action took place through two main mechanisms: (1) A limit on the number 
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of students in a classroom, and (2) allocation of additional hours through the Nurture 

Index mechanism (Weissblay, 2015). The Nurture Index updated during this 

government’s tenure was the first to create separate socioeconomic measures for the 

Jewish and Arab schools to increase Arab students’ qualifications for additional subsidies 

they were denied beforehand (Adalah, 2002). In the Hebrew-speaking schools, the index 

was weighted based on the following indicators: (1) Level of parents’ education (25%); 

(2) level of family income (25%); (3) family size (15%); (4) percentage of new 

immigrants (15%), and (5) peripherality of the locality (20%). In the Arabic-speaking 

schools, the index was based on: (1) Level of parents’ education (25%); (2) level of 

family income (25%); (3) family size (12.5%); (4) small settlements (up to 2000 

residents) (12.5%); (5) percentage of students from unrecognized settlements6 (12.5%), 

and (6) mixed city component (12.5%). Thus, the main difference was the removal of the 

new immigrant criterion from the index evaluating Arabic-speaking schools’ 

deservedness.  By removing the new immigrant component, the updated index 

recognized the more peculiar needs of Arab society that differentiate it from those of the 

Jews. Furthermore, the components looking at particular settlement types favoured the 

lowest income families within the PAI, particularly Bedouins living in unrecognized 

villages in the Negev Desert.  

In addition to the changes in resource allocation mechanisms, this government 

also gave PAI educators a voice in matters concerning the structure and content of Arab 

education. PAI educators were appointed to lead a committee to plan the restructuring 

 

6 These refer to the unrecognized Bedouin settlements in the Negev Desert, discussed in the section on land 

policy.  
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and improvement of the Arab education system (Abu Saad, 2001). This first of its kind 

committee of PAI educators completed its report in 1996. By that time, however, Israel 

had a new prime minister heading a new government.  

Despite the official commitment to accommodate the Arabs in education and 

close the socioeconomic gaps between the two communities, the implementation of 

government programs was only partial, rendering this period as partial accommodation. 

Although official implementation rates are not available, one can infer them from data on 

the condition of the facilities and amenities in Arab schools before and after this 

government’s tenure (1992-1996). According to data from the United Nations Committee 

on the Rights of the Child (2002), over one-third of Arab students were still studying in 

dangerous physical conditions and flammable structures in 1996. Less drastic 

deficiencies highlighted by the report indicate that many Arab schools still lacked basic 

science and sports facilities. Additionally, the average number of Arab students per class 

remained stable between 1990 and 1998, at 30.9 and 31, respectively, higher than the 

average of 27.1 students in Jewish schools (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 

2002). Further, the proportion of all classrooms that were in Arab schools was 19.5% in 

1998, while the share of the PAI in the student population was 23.5% (Coursen-Neff, 

2004).  

These figures point to little change in the state of physical facilities and amenities 

in Arab schools. The lacking implementation of the government program is attributed to 

budget allocations to Arab schools that remained lagging behind (Abraham Initiatives, 

2013; Ghanem, 2010; UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2002). By the end of the 

1990s, the physical facilities in Arab schools remained in substandard condition, and the 
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number of classrooms in those schools were incommensurate with the Arab students’ 

share of the population.  This resulted in lower academic performance, and higher 

dropout rates among Arabs than those among the Jewish students (UN, Committee on the 

Rights of the Child, 2002).  

Other unchanged issues were the Jewish officials’ tight control over the Arab 

education system and the curriculum (Abu Saad, 2006). The practice of security checks 

of PAI appointees in the education system also remained in place throughout this period 

(Haj-Yahya & Rudnitzky, 2018). Finally, the PAI educators’ recommendations for the 

overhauling of the Arab education were neither adopted nor used as a starting point for 

policy discussions, as the Labor-led government was removed from office shortly after 

the report was submitted (Abu Saad, 2001). 

In sum, the central government recognized the decades-long discrimination of 

Arab education and adopted comprehensive policies to remedy that reality. A policy of 

partial accommodation and affirmative action was introduced, focusing primarily on the 

allocation of resources. Ultimately, of the three pillars in the education system, namely 

budget allocation, Jewish control over policy and curriculum, this government addressed 

only discrimination in the budgeting of Arab schools. However, the implementation of 

this budget was partial, thus falling short of achieving the government's objectives. 

 

Explaining Partial Accommodation of the PAI 

Following the 1992 parliamentary elections, Yitzhak Rabin’s Labor Party formed 

the governing coalition in partnership with the dovish Meretz and the religious Shas 

parties. Within a year from the government’s formation, Shas left the coalition, and the 
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Rabin-led coalition maintained a minority government with extra-coalition support from 

the Arab and Communist parties in the opposition (Haklai & Norwich, 2016; Spruyt, 

2014).  

After Shas left the government, the Labor-Meretz coalition consisted of only two 

parties who shared preferences for minority accommodation, positions which they both 

expressed officially (Abu Asba, 2008; Jabareen, 2006). The congruency between their 

preferences over the policy course, and the absence of political actors within the 

governing coalition who would veto such an action, created a unique opportunity to 

change state policies toward the Arab minority. It was these circumstances that allowed 

this government to introduce a first of its kind comprehensive program to address 

minority discrimination across varied policy spheres (Ozacky-Lazar & Ghanem, 1995).  

The government determined this policy change in accordance with its political 

agenda to eliminate the socioeconomic disparities between Jewish and Arab citizens. The 

Minister of Education, Amnon Rubinstein, oversaw the implementation of the 

government’s affirmative action plan in Arab schools and used his capacity as the 

minister to undertake additional action. For example, he added 15,000 teaching hours to 

Arab schools, an addition that came from the surplus budgets the former coalition partner 

Shas secured for religious schools (Abraham Initiatives, 2013). This action illustrates the 

government’s efforts to validate its official commitment to accommodate the Arab 

minority in education.  

Under this minority-friendly coalition of Labor-Meretz parties, we would have 

expected to observe policy outcomes congruent with the official policy of 

accommodation. Indeed, in primary schools, the government implemented affirmative 
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action plans and allocated additional teaching hours and classrooms (Abraham Initiatives, 

2013). Ultimately, however, this minority-friendly government fell short of fully 

implementing its own decisions for minority accommodation (Ghanem, 2010; UN 

Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2002). First, the plans to reduce discrepancies in 

the budget distribution for Jewish and PAI youth programs were not implemented at all 

(Abraham Initiatives, 2013). Second, only 400 classrooms and 38 after curricula activity 

centres were, in fact, constructed (Rabin Centre, 2018; Berl Katznelson Center, 2018). 

These figures are a far cry from meaningful change of the difficult conditions the Arab 

schools were in, detailed in the previous section.  

In general, budget disparities between the Jewish and Arab schools persisted, as 

the latter continued to receive less funding than the share of their students in the 

population merited (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2002, p.295). This is 

despite the fact that the government adopted the strategy of the proportional distribution 

of resources, guaranteeing at least 20% of the budget for Arab education (Jabareen, 

2006), and officially committed to affirmative action topping up the said 20% 

(Weissblay, 2015). Consequently, Arab schools remained as they were—overcrowded, 

lacking educational facilities akin to the Jewish schools, and in a severe shortage of 

classrooms.  

Third, the efforts to include PAI representatives in the decision-making process 

on Arab education, noted in the previous section, did not materialize, and the institutional 

barriers to minority recruitment remained in place. And on top of everything else, the 

PAI-led committee for the restructuring of Arab education appointed by Rabin did not 
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present its recommendations until the end of the government’s tenure in 1996. As a 

result, their recommendations were not implemented (Abu Saad, 2001). 

The gaps between the government’s intent and actual practice were neither 

accidental nor were they the result of incompetent management. After decades of 

autonomy, strong bureaucratic control over the education policy continued to characterize 

the educational philosophy and practices of education officials (Benavot & Resh, 2003). 

Although the government declared a commitment to close the socioeconomic gaps 

between the two communities and invest in Arab education, Jewish officials at the 

Ministry had, at times, expressed blatant hostility toward the PAI (Abu Saad, 2006). For 

example, Moshe Shohat, the Head of the Bedouin Education Authority, and a member of 

the teachers’ appointment committee between 1984 and 2001, made openly racist 

remarks in an interview with The Jewish Week in 2001. Mr. Shohat described the 

community whose education he was responsible for as “blood-thirsty Bedouins who 

commit polygamy, have thirty children and continue to expand their illegal settlements, 

taking over state land” and characterized their culture as one in which “they take care of 

their needs outdoors. They don’t even know how to flush a toilet” (Adalah, 2001).  

This incident occurred in 2001, but Shohat’s racist views were not news to the 

Ministry of Education. According to minutes from a Knesset Committee focused on 

Shohat’s interview, he had expressed similar views toward the Bedouin Arabs to his 

colleagues before (Open Knesset, 2001). Furthermore, both the Knesset committee and 

the NGO Adalah found evidence of Shohat’s failure to uphold the responsibilities of his 

position and serve the Bedouin community over the course of his tenure (Adalah, 2001; 

Open Knesset, 2001). Further, even when his notorious racist remarks on the Bedouin 
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Arab students became publicly known in 2001, he was not immediately fired by the 

Ministry (Abu Saad, 2006).  

The decades-long bureaucratic control over education policy meant that education 

officials had extensive discretion in the policy process. This discretion is what allowed 

them to shirk responsibility for implementing the government’s unprecedented policy of 

accommodation toward the PAI. According to some researchers, despite the 

government’s explicit agenda for minority accommodation, this policy was only partially 

implemented because the top and mid-level bureaucrats perceived the central 

government’s commitments as declarative, not meant to be fully materialized (Raanan 

Cohen, 2006, as cited in Abraham Initiatives, 2013).  

Independent expert reports from the early 2000s provide additional evidence of 

the Israeli bureaucracy’s reluctance to comply with the unprecedented policy trajectory of 

the minority-friendly government. The State Comptroller report from 2001 criticized 

senior bureaucrats for dooming the central government’s decisions by neglecting to take 

steps to implement them or dismissing them as burdens on the treasury (Abraham 

Initiatives, 2013, p. 63). The Or Commission Report formed to investigate clashes 

between the PAI and police forces in 2000, also pointed to the rigid bureaucratic 

procedures as the reason for the partial implementation of policies for minority 

accommodation that resulted in the PAI’s growing despair (2003, pp.11, 14, 16).  

The bureaucracy’s ability to determine policy outcomes that diverged 

significantly from the government’s intention is surprising. Its discretion should have 

been minimal under this government, given the government’s agenda to accommodate 

the Arab minority. However, the agreement between coalition members to pursue a 
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minority-friendly agenda does not guarantee the achievement of intended policy 

outcomes if the bureaucracy is not subjugated to the political will. According to 

Nachmias and Sened (2002), political control over the bureaucracy weakened gradually 

since the end of Labor’s hegemonic rule in 1977 and the simultaneous growth in the size 

and scope of the authority the bureaucracy enjoyed. This authority allowed senior 

bureaucrats to evade implementing the policy changes handed down from the elected 

officials if they went against their institutional preferences, and instead continue to 

operate according to long-established bureaucratic routines. This is not a unique 

occurrence in the Israeli political system, but one that scholars have noted already, and 

demonstrates that when senior civil servants lack the interest, knowledge, or willingness 

to implement government policy, they can become an obstacle to it (Rekhess & Navot, 

2006).  

 

Backsliding (1996–2014) 

Tracing the Backsliding from Partial Accommodation 

Following Prime Minister Rabin’s assassination in November 1995 and the 

formation of a right-of-centre government led by Benjamin Netanyahu the next year, the 

era of partial accommodation came to an end. The new government immediately acted to 

terminate most of the programs designed to reduce socioeconomic inequalities between 

Jews and the PAI (Abraham Initiatives, 2013).  

In 1998, Israel introduced the National Priorities Plan to distribute the budgets to 

local authorities. This plan divided the country into priority areas based on their 

socioeconomic ranking and provided substantial benefits to low-ranking local authorities. 
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In the sphere of education, the plan outlined extensive state subsidies, which included 

covering 75% of teachers’ salaries and other expenses, full coverage of school 

transportation costs, free nursery schools, additional funding for local authorities’ 

expenses on education, and additional funding for special needs primary schools 

(Khamaisi, 2011). Two important criteria were added to determine whether a local 

authority qualified. The first was rates of local residents enlisted in the military. The 

second was the existence of industrial areas. Because Arabs are excused from mandatory 

military service due to the ethnonational character of the regional conflict, all but four 

Arab local authorities were disqualified from these benefits. Furthermore, over the 

decades, the state developed industrial areas primarily in Jewish localities (Khatib, 2007). 

PAI citizens thus mostly worked in neighbouring Jewish industrial areas, further reducing 

the opportunities of PAI localities to be included in the priority regions (Khamaisi, 2011; 

Sikkuy Report, 2000).  

Further, the Nurture Index became subordinated to the National Priority Plan and 

its budget was distributed according to the plan’s principles. Accordingly, the previous 

period’s accommodating policies were reversed, and once again, Arab education was 

marginalized and discriminated against in the distribution of state resources, while Jewish 

schools enjoyed significant surplus budgets.  

In addition to the budgetary changes adopted during this period, the Education 

Law was amended in 2000. An additional objective was added to Article 2 of the law: 

Loyalty to, and respect for, the Jewish state. It was only in the very last clause of Article 

2, that the Arab minority was mentioned. The clause identified as an objective “to 

recognize the language, culture and history of the unique heritage and tradition of the 
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Arab population and other population groups in the State of Israel, and to recognize the 

equal rights of all Israeli citizens.” The position of the clause at the very end of the article 

and the absence of meaningful reference to implementation, and guarantees of minority 

rights, provide it with an appearance of a platitude or an afterthought rather than a 

substantive policy objective (Saban, 2002).  

The exceedingly nationalist trajectory of the education policy was softened as a 

result of the violent clashes between PAI protesters and the police in October 2000. 

Prime Minister Ehud Barak’s Labor-led government authorized a comprehensive 

government program for the reduction of disparities between the two communities, 

referred to as the “Four Billion Shekel Program” (Arar, 2012). Arab education was 

identified as the primary area for government investment as a means to improve the 

PAI’s socioeconomic situation. Therefore, education received the lion’s share of this 

budget in the amount of 1.165 Billion NIS (Belikof, 2005). Importantly, the plan's 

objective was to improve the academic achievements of Arab students through teacher 

training programs, leaving no earmarked budgets for the much needed physical 

infrastructure such as classrooms, school equipment and construction of additional 

schools (Awawda, 2001).  

Just a few months after the adoption of the program, the Barak-led government 

was voted out of office, leaving its implementation to the successor government formed 

in March 2001. The right-wing Likud government, led by Ariel Sharon, officially 

adopted the previous government’s program, but did not fully implement it (Abraham 

Initiatives, 2013). Thus, the “Four Billion NIS” program that was meant to double the 
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budgets for Arab localities from two to four billion NIS reached a total of 2,738.3 billion 

NIS, an increase of just 738.3 million NIS (Jabareen, 2007). 

In 2003, the Ministry of Education, under a new Likud government, restored the 

Nurture Index that existed before the Rabin-era policies, notwithstanding minor 

modifications, thus eliminating the special provisions for PAI students and reinstituting 

the unified criteria for all schools and students irrespective of their nationality (Strauss 

Report, 2007). Hence, once again, the criteria favoured Jewish schools, particularly 

criteria relating to the immigrant status and geographical regions defined by the 

government as “priority areas.” As was true for the pre-1992 period, this discrimination 

occurred because PAI students did not qualify for immigration status or priority areas, 

which together amounted to 40% of the Nurture Index measurement.  

In 2006, the Ministry of Education formed a committee to draft yet another 

Nurture Index. The Strauss Committee, named after its chair, who was the Senior 

Researcher at the Ministry at the time, was composed of professional educators and 

researchers, yet it did not include a single PAI representative (Strauss Report, 2007). This 

was at a time in which there was a gradual increase in the representation of non-teaching 

PAI employees in the Ministry of Education from 4.8% in 1999 to 6.14% in 2004 

(Haider, 2005). Yet, at the senior decision-making level, they remained significantly 

under-represented and constituted just 3.43% of its members (Coursen-Neff, 2004). As a 

result, the PAI’s input into the needs of the Arab education system was hindered. The 

Nurture Index developed by the Strauss committee increased the weight of immigrant 

children as a school funding criterion even further than the 2003 version (Strauss Report, 

2007), thus accentuating the preference for Jewish schools.  
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The following Education Minister, Yael Tamir from the Labor Party (2006-2009), 

introduced some changes to the content of the Arab curriculum, thereby diminishing the 

nationalizing agenda of former governments in this period. Tamir’s tenure presented 

another aberration during the otherwise backsliding trajectory, akin to the Barak-era one. 

First, the maps of the State of Israel were updated as to include the “Green Line” 

demarcating Israel’s borders following the 1949 Armistice agreement with the 

neighbouring Arab states (Weissman & Bachur-Nir, 2007). Because the Green Line 

refers to Israel’s pre-1967 borders, it excludes all the territories gained as a result of that 

war, namely, the occupied territories.  

Second, the learning materials for the Arab education system included two 

narratives of the 1948 war, one of which depicted the events as the “Nakba,” (the 

Catastrophe), referring to the tragedy Palestinians associate with the establishment of the 

State of Israel (Weissman & Bachur-Nir, 2007). This narrative also touched on the 

Palestinian refugees and the extensive land expropriation perpetrated by the authorities 

against Palestinians who remained on the territory of Israel after the war. Overall, these 

two changes were unprecedented in the Arab curriculum, which until then had not 

acknowledged the existence of the Palestinian narrative of the 1948 war, questioned the 

legitimacy of Israel’s borders since 1967, or discussed the issues of PAI refugees and the 

expropriation of their land by the authorities. 

In addition, Tamir provided greater inclusion to and consultation with PAI 

educators. The Ministry established several joint committees with the Follow-Up 

Committee for Arab Education, a civil society organization formed by professional PAI 
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educators to promote education policy that pertains to Arab schools, to consult on 

improving education for the Arab minority (Jabareen & Agabaria, 2010).  

At the same time, the government did not take steps to end unequal budget 

allocation to the Arab education system. The Ministry failed to address the pressing needs 

of Arab schools in infrastructure, classroom and equipment shortages, constructing only 

568 of the required 1650 classrooms at the time to accommodate the growth of Arab 

students (Jabareen & Agabaria, 2010).  

Moreover, the Ministry maintained allocation of the Nurture budgets in 

accordance with the discriminatory National Priorities Plan from 1998. Despite the 

Supreme Court’s ruling from 2006 to terminate this discriminatory system against Arab 

education, Tamir followed her predecessor’s footsteps and willfully neglected to abide by 

the Court’s decision. Instead, the Ministry repeatedly requested the court for a time 

extension to adopt the required budgetary changes and explained that the implementation 

of such changes entailed expenses the Ministry could not afford (Finkelstein, 2013). 

Accordingly, institutionalized discrimination in resource allocation remained in place 

until the adoption of a Nurture Index under the successor government in 2009.  

This second aberration toward the Arab education in the general trajectory of 

backsliding ended with the election of the Netanyahu-led right-of-centre government. 

Netanyahu-led governments (2009-2013 and 2013-2015) pursued a nationalizing agenda 

towards the PAI in the sphere of education. The government took out of use Tamir’s 

curricula materials and textbooks that mentioned the Nakba and intensified the Zionist 

narratives of Israel’s state formation and the 1948 war (Jabareen & Agabaria, 2010). In 

2011, the government also passed the “Nakba Law,” an amendment to the Budgets 
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Foundations Law that authorized the Finance Minister to revoke public funding from 

institutions that commemorate the Nakba (Adalah, 2011). Following this amendment, the 

Ministry of Education intensified surveillance of PAI teachers who commemorated the 

“Nakba” such that school heads were required to report the names of PAI teachers who 

were absent from work on that day (Abraham Initiatives, 2013, p. 61). 

In sum, throughout this period, state policies rolled back previous government’s 

policies of accommodation and introduced new discriminatory measures in the realm of 

education. Similarly, Nurture Indices and the amendment to the Education Law further 

advanced this discriminatory policy trajectory. Despite two brief aberrations, the overall 

trajectory was toward entrenching the discriminatory policies expected by nationalizing 

states.  

 

Explaining Backsliding from Partial Accommodation 

Following Yitzhak Rabin’s assassination in 1995, the short-lived attempted 

accommodation of the PAI in the realm of education came to an end. In the parliamentary 

elections the following year, Benjamin Netanyahu from the right-of-centre Likud party 

formed a new coalition of right-wing and religious parties. This government’s assertive 

steps to reinstate discriminatory practices against the PAI in the education system and 

overhaul the resource allocation mechanisms to achieve that end increased its capacity to 

determine policy outcomes. Specifically, the adoption of the discriminatory National 

Priorities Plan, which excluded all but four Arab localities, and the subordination of the 

Nurture Index budgets to this plan, steered spending away from the Arab schools 

(Abraham Initiatives, 2013; Khamaisi, 2011). Additionally, elected officials’ increased 
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control over the policymaking process diminished bureaucratic autonomy in 

implementing policy. Their speedy reversal of the previous policies and implementation 

of the current ones also points to higher compliance with the government’s priorities. 

This tendency can be attributed to an alignment between the government’s preferences 

with those of the non-elected officials that did not exist under the previous government.  

In response to the violent clashes between the police and PAI protesters in 

October 2000, the government headed by Ehud Barak, elected in 1999, adopted a 

comprehensive program focused on the PAI. The program referred to as the “Four Billion 

Shekel Program,” addressed the growing socioeconomic disparities between Jewish and 

PAI communities (Arar, 2012). As its name suggests, this government-led initiative 

allocated a significant budget of 4 Billion NIS to implement the program (Reiter, 2009). 

However, the Barak-led government was unseated just months after the protests, and a 

new government was formed in March 2001. Consequently, the former government was 

no longer responsible for seeing through the implementation of this rushed program, 

leaving it as nothing more than a momentary deviation from the nationalizing trajectory.  

Successor governments maintained a generally nationalizing policy agenda, 

consistent with the trajectory set by Netayhau’s first government. Accordingly, the 

Sharon-led right-wing governments (2001-2003 and 2003-2005) pursued nationalist and 

neoliberal policy objectives in education. A particularly assertive role in this was played 

by the incumbent Minister, Limor Livant, who initiated and oversaw the redesign of the 

Nurture Index and the national curriculum to reflect the government’s agenda.  

In 2002, Livant appointed Shoshani, who served as Director-General of the 

Ministry of Education during the Labor-led government between 1993 and 1996, to 
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redraw the components of the Nurture Index. Shoshani developed the new index per the 

Likud-led government’s economic policy to cut education budgets and optimize their 

spending (Mendler, 2003(. Optimization of education spending entailed the elimination 

of specially-developed criteria for Arab students, and the restoration of a unified index 

that favoured the Jewish students (Strauss Report, 2007). The nomination of Shoshani, a 

senior official, known for his support for neoliberal policies, ascertained that the new 

budgetary mechanism reflected the government’s neoliberal and nationalist preferences 

in education.  

Livnat also directly supervised the development of a new curriculum that 

expanded on the Zionist historical narrative of Israel’s formation and provided no other 

account of these events (Reiter, 2009). The Arab minority’s distinct identity received no 

mention in the new curriculum. This renewal of tight political control of the content of 

Arab education was designed to prevent Arab students from being exposed to alternative 

historical narratives, suppress the Palestinian national identity of the PAI, and their 

identification with the Palestinian struggle for self-determination (Abu-Saad, 2006). 

Finally, Livnat instructed the senior officials at the Ministry, including the Director-

General, to seize any cooperation and consultation with the Follow-Up Committee for 

Arab Education in Israel (Sikkuy, 2002). In this way, Livnat banished PAI educators 

from the decisionmaking process on Arab education.  

Overall, the control of the Education portfolio by Livnat, a minister from the 

senior governing Likud party, led to the enhancement of the nationalizing agenda in the 

Arab education system, including tight control over the curriculum, decision-making 

processes, and budgeting, which continued to be discriminatory. Hence, during this 
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period, bureaucratic practices aligned with elected elites' priorities and were implemented 

accordingly.  

The next government, led by Ehud Olmert’s centrist Kadima party, softened the 

nationalist stance toward Arab education and even included PAI representatives in 

educational committees. This was largely a result of the identity of the Minister of 

Education, Yael Tamir of the Labor Party, whose tenure presents the second aberration 

from the policy trajectory of the 1996-2015 period. Tamir is a well-established scholar of 

nationalism, who has long held favourable positions toward ideals of liberal nationalism 

that stress solidarity and shared citizenship (Tamir, 1995). Furthermore, Tamir is one of 

the founding members of Peace Now, Israel’s most established peace organization 

(Hecht, 2019). Her dovish views on Israeli-Palestinian relations undoubtedly played a 

role in her vision of the appropriate role of education.  

Once in office, Tamir introduced a new curriculum that included the Palestinian 

historical narrative of the 1948 war and also softened the Zionist narrative of the events 

in the Arab curriculum (Weissman & Bachur-Nir, 2007). Tamir also established four 

joint professional committees with the Follow-Up Committee for Arab Education in 

Israel to discuss the pressing needs in Arab education and devise a policy solution 

(Jabareen & Agabaria, 2010). The consultation with the Committee was surprising, given 

that until then, the Ministry had not recognized this organization as the Arab minority’s 

representative body (Jabareen & Agabaria, 2010), and was even instructed to seize any 

communications with it during Livant’s tenure. Tamir’s steps were in line with the 

government agenda as Prime Minister Olmert also included members of the PAI in a 
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public meeting in 2007 and a conference in 2008 dedicated to the integration of the Arab 

minority into the national economy (Prime Minister’s Office, 2008).  

On the matter of budgeting, however, this government and the minority-friendly 

education minister did not take action to eliminate institutionalized practices of 

discrimination. Specifically, the government did not allocate sufficient funds to address 

the pressing needs of Arab education. This shortcoming was highlighted by the State 

Comptroller Report from 2010 that found that the Ministry constructed only one-third of 

the required classrooms in Arab schools, or 568 of the needed 1650 classrooms at the 

time (Jabareen & Agabaria, 2010).  

This government also continued with the discriminatory practices in budget 

allocation inherited from previous governments. Notably, in 2006, the High Court of 

Justice ruled that the Ministry discriminated against Arab schools by allocating Nurture 

Index budgets according to the discriminatory National Priorities Plan (Finkelstein, 

2013). This decision was delivered while Livnat was still in office; however, Tamir 

replaced her as the Minister of Education later that year. Tamir neglected to abide by the 

Court’s decision and repeatedly requested time extensions for the implementation of 

budgetary changes necessary to comply with the court ruling (Finkelstein, 2013). The 

Director-General of Education under Tamir, Shlomit Amihai, argued that full compliance 

with the Court’s decision entailed allocation of significant budgets to remedy 

discriminatory budgetary practices that the Ministry could not afford (Jabareen & 

Agabaria, 2010). Despite the Court’s criticisms of the Ministry for continuing to allocate 

budgets to Arab schools according to the discriminatory National Priorities Plan and for 
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ignoring the court ruling, the practice was not abandoned by the Ministry (Jabareen & 

Agabaria, 2010).  

Tamir’s explicit policy agenda in education helps understanding why she 

advanced curricula changes and consulted with PAI educators but did not attempt to 

change the third pillar of the Arab education policy realm, namely, the institutionalization 

of discrimination in resource allocation. Her tenure is most associated with education 

reform, called “Ofek Hadash” (New Horizon), considered her key achievement as 

Minister of Education (Harpaz, 2009). The reform focused on considerable increases in 

teachers’ salaries, equal opportunities for each student, and raising student achievements 

(Ministry of Education, 2010). Aside from the determination to adopt this reform, 

Tamir’s explicit agenda as the Minister was not the management of budgets: “My focus 

was clear: to engage in the pedagogical matter and not the administrative matter” of the 

Ministry’s finances (Harpaz, 2009). Thus, on the one hand, Tamir’s achievements in 

injecting the Arab curriculum with alternative historical narratives and consulting with 

PAI educators on it reflected her core beliefs. On the other hand, she neglected to abolish 

discrimination against Arab schools in budget allocation because it would have required 

institutional reform while she was already focused on another costly reform, namely the 

New Horizon program. As a result, the changes in resource allocation to Arab schools 

that were mandated by the High Court of Justice ruling were left unimplemented.  

The parliamentary elections of February 2009 brought back to power the leader of 

the right-of-centre Likud party, Benyamin Netanyahu, who also emerged victorious from 

the 2013 elections. His governments sought to strengthen the exclusively Jewish 

definition of the state and attempted to redefine the precarious relations between Jews 
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and the PAI. In education policy, this preference got reflected in the ban to commemorate 

the Nakba (literally translating to “catastrophe,” which is how Palestinians refer to the 

establishment of Israel) in all education programs, the intensification of the Zionist 

historical accounts in the curricula, and the removal of history books that deviated from 

such interpretations from circulation (Talmor & Yahav, 2009 cited in Jabareen & 

Agabaria, 2010, pp.9-10). In this manner, the government’s nationalizing agenda was 

actualized, and the Ministry officials simply reverted to their pre-Tamir routines.  

Overall, the period from the first through the third Netanyahu-led government, 

1996 to 2014, was a politically turbulent time. Alternating centre-right and right-of-centre 

governments took stabs at reflecting their respective preferences in education policy. The 

latter pursued nationalist objectives through a shrewd tactic of direct supervision over the 

education policymaking process and appointment of like-minded civil servants to steer 

policy in the desired direction. The result of these tactics was in the adequate 

implementation of elected officials’ policy preferences. The two moderate governments, 

on the other hand, softened the nationalizing agenda and rhetoric, included Palestinian 

historical narratives of state formation and provided greater minority inclusion in the 

decision-making process. While the two left-wing Education Ministers expressed more 

empathy toward the Arab minority, they did not terminate institutionalized discrimination 

in budget allocation to the Arab education system (Finkelstein, 2013). Additionally, the 

few changes they did adopt were short-lived, scrapped by successor governments. Thus, 

the two aberrations in this period did not bring about a shift in the policy trajectory 

toward substantial accommodation, or even an attempted accommodation akin to the one 

advanced by the minority-friendly government in 1992. In practice, the backslide from 
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the Rabin-led government’s attempted accommodation in education remained the steady 

trajectory of this period.   

 

Renewed Accommodation (2015–Present) 

Renewed Trajectory of Minority Accommodation 

On December 30, 2015, the Benjamin Netanyahu-led government adopted a 

resolution on “Government Activities for Economic Development in Minority 

Populations, 2016-2020,” also referred to as Government Resolution 922. This five-year 

plan, which was noted in the section on land policy, was a comprehensive program 

intended to develop the Arab minority’s human capital and increase its integration into 

Israel’s society and economy (Ministry for Social Equality, 2017). The government 

approved a budget of 15 billion NIS to implement this plan, which encompassed the 

spheres of education, industry, infrastructure, employment, trade, housing, and culture 

(Haj-Yahya & Asaf, 2017). The comprehensive plan and the substantial budget for its 

implementation make this the largest and highest-funded state program ever invested in 

the PAI (Haj-Yahya & Rudnitzky, 2018). 

Of the total budget of 15 Billion NIS almost 6.8 Billion NIS (approximately 40%) 

was allocated to education. This budget share made education the principal domain of 

state investment in the PAI. Some 915 Million NIS were dedicated to informal learning, 

including summer camps, youth enrichment programs, community centers, and 

improving the teaching quality in Arab schools (Kasir & Tsachor-Shai, 2016). This 

investment in informal education in PAI localities marked the first allocation of state 

resources of its kind (Haj-Yahya & Rudnitzky, 2018).  
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In addition to the increased resource allocation, Government Resolution 922 also 

marked an important change in the decision-making process relating to Arab education. 

PAI educators, researchers, and academics, historically excluded from the decision-

making process, were included in policy formulation and implementation processes 

(Shinwell, Cohen, Baruch, & Nagar, 2015). The Ministry also expanded the Unit for 

Arab Education from three to fifteen civil servants (Haj-Yahya & Rudnitzky, 2018). 

According to a senior Jewish official at the Ministry of education, consultation with PAI 

representatives in councils and forums became institutionalized as a routine practice at 

the Ministry on programs related to the Arab education system (Senior official at the 

Ministry of Education, personal communication, April 19, 2016). In addition, the 

Ministry also sought public input on informal education activities that would meet the 

needs of Arab children and youth. Over 1,500 respondents participated in this public 

consultation process (Haj-Yahya & Rudnitzky, 2018).  

In contradistinction to the partial accommodation of the early 1990s, which only 

partially addressed the issue of budgets, the policy introduced in 2015 addressed two of 

the three key issues pertaining to Arab education. Specifically, it addressed budget 

allocations and inclusion of the PAI in the decisionmaking process more 

comprehensively than the previous attempt at minority accommodation. The issue of the 

curriculum, specifically the teaching of history, and the national narratives surrounding 

the formation of the State of Israel, has remained a sensitive issue in education policy. It 

has not been revisited or altered to address the minority’s distinct history and national 

identity. Furthermore, whereas the implementation of the attempted accommodation 

during the tenure of the Rabin-led government was limited, the level of implementation 
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of the more recent program has been high. The first half of the plan followed the 

appropriate budget distribution and realized the annual objectives (Elran, Abu Nasra, 

Yashi & Abu Mokh, 2017).   

This policy of minority accommodation is particularly surprising because the 

government elected in 2015 was a coalition of nationalist and religious parties committed 

to nationalizing imperative toward the Arab minority. Already in the period leading up to 

the 2015 parliamentary elections, Netanyahu used anti-Arab rhetoric, notoriously urging 

his political base to turn-out to vote because the “Arabs were flocking to the voting 

booths in buses driven by left-wing NGOs” (Kaspit, 2018). Further, once in office, this 

government advanced a nationalizing agenda and produced a series of discriminatory 

laws against the PAI. Among them were the NGO Transparency Law (2016), which was 

motivated politically to target human rights NGOs, and the controversial Basic Law: 

Israel Nation-State of the Jewish People (2018). The latter defined Israel as the state of 

the Jewish people only, thereby restricting the right of national self-determination within 

Israel to Jews alone (Adalah, 2018). It also declared Hebrew as the (only) official 

language in Israel, relegating the Arabic language from an official language to one with 

an unspecified “special status” (Basic Law: Israel- The Nation-State of the Jewish 

People, 2018).  

 

Explaining Why Right-Wing Governments Adopted 

Accommodative Policies 

In May 2015, Netanyahu formed his fourth government, which consisted of the 

right-of-centre Likud, centre-right Kulanu, and the religious United Torah Judaism, Shas, 

and the Jewish Home parties. While Likud and Kulanu had a general electoral appeal to 
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the middle and lower social classes, the other parties represented niche constituencies 

with particularistic interests, specifically, the orthodox Jews, settlers in the West Bank, 

and Mizrahi Jews (Jews of North African and Middle Eastern descent). Although this was 

a diverse coalition, its multiple members were not at odds over minority issues, as none 

of them represented the PAI’s interests, and all of them held a strong commitment to the 

Jewish identity of the state.  

Nevertheless, this nationalizing government adopted the largest-ever program for 

minority accommodation: “Government Activities for Economic Development in 

Minority Populations, 2016-2020,” also referred to as Government Resolution 922. The 

formulation of this policy is the most intriguing in the history of Israel’s education policy 

toward the PAI minority because none of the coalition members championed minority 

rights. Moreover, they potentially stood to be punished electorally for promoting the 

interests of the PAI and not their core electoral base. Indeed, part of Netanyahu’s strategy 

for mobilizing his political base was by targeting the minority, at least rhetorically 

(Kaspit, 2018). Yet, despite these conditions, the plan was approved.  

The divergence between the level of this government’s “nationalizing” mode and 

the accommodative program requires explanation. The 2015-2020 period has been the 

first time in which there appears a gap between the nationalizing objectives of a central 

government in Israel and an accommodative education policy (in previous periods, 

accommodating policies were pursued by governments that had a lower commitment to a 

“nationalizing-state” objective in the first place).  

The explanation lies with the fact that Prime Minister Netanyahu and his coalition 

members were not the ones to initiate the accommodative policy approved by this 



 

228 

 

government. Rather, it was determined by the senior civil service as a collaborative, 

cross-ministerial national plan. The following subsection reviews central developments in 

the Israeli public administration that led civil servants to engage in entrepreneurial 

behaviour to accommodate the PAI in the realm of education.  

 

Development in the Civil Service 

The policy initiative, which eventually materialized in Government Resolution 

922, was associated closely with developments within the public administration during 

the preceding decade. In 2006, Raanan Dinor, the Director-General of the Prime 

Minister’s Office under Olmert’s government, introduced several public administration 

reform measures, including effective planning, assessment, and evaluation of the 

bureaucracy’s routine operation (Morgenstein, 2006). These measures improved 

transparency in planning and implementing policy, revived the forum of Director-

Generals, and facilitated horizontal communication, consultation, and collaboration in the 

policymaking process among these senior non-elected officials (Morgenstein, 2006).  

In 2011, Israel’s public administration underwent additional reforms, as a result of 

the cumulative effects of joining the OECD in 2010, recommendations of special 

commissions to improve the management of public administration, and public protests 

that demanded responsive and cost-effective public services (Cohen, 2016). These 

reforms resulted in further improvement in procedures to plan and implement national 

policy and transformed the recruitment, retention, and career advancement procedures for 

mid-level and senior civil servants as well (Cohen, 2016). These administrative reforms 

encouraged and rewarded policy entrepreneurship across government ministries, which, 
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in turn, had significant implications for state policies toward the PAI. The development 

of what would materialize into Government Resolution 922 illustrates this. 

In 2013, the National Economic Council, the Ministry of Education, and the 

Authority for the Economic Development of the Minority Sectors developed a strategic 

policy for Israel’s economic development. According to their evaluation, Israel’s 

economic advancement was entering a stagnation phase (Shinwell, Cohen, Baruch, & 

Nagar, 2015). Because the Israeli economy depends primarily on human resources, the 

reversal of the anticipated stagnation trajectory required maximizing all Israeli residents’ 

human potential (Shinwell, Cohen, Baruch, & Nagar, 2015). The writers argued that the 

discrimination against the Arabs in various life areas marginalized them from the 

economy and constituted the key impediment to the strategic economic advancement of 

Israel as a whole (Shinwell, Cohen, Baruch, & Nagar, 2015). The report recommended 

large government investment in the Arab minority, particularly in the realm of education, 

because it is the most influential factor in employment opportunities (National Economic 

Council, 2015). 

This committee’s analysis and recommendations gained traction among the senior 

and strategically positioned civil servants, who concurred with the idea that “What is 

good for Arabs, is good for everyone” (MK Ayman Odeh, personal communication, May 

17, 2016). Specifically, this policy analysis was initiated as part of a strategic economic 

plan and presented as a collaborative result of multiple government agencies and policy 

entrepreneurs in the civil service. The program’s initiators—the National Economic 

Council, the Ministry of Education, and the Authority for the Economic Development of 

the Minority Sectors—were joined by new partners in government ministries, including 
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the Ministry for Social Equality (which became the authority responsible for 

implementing the program), and the Ministry of Finances. A notable example of a 

bureaucratic policy entrepreneur behind this program is Mordechai Cohen, an official 

who has gained a reputation as one of the most innovative and influential senior civil 

servants, who has initiated policies intended to reduce the socioeconomic inequalities in 

Israel (Arlozorov, 2018). Set as an important national agenda across government 

institutions, the recommendations of this analysis materialized into Government 

Resolution 922, adopted in December 2015 (Haj-Yahya & Asaf, 2017).  

This is not the first time that Israeli bureaucrats have demonstrated their ability to 

set a political agenda (Nachmias & Sened, 2002; Pedhazur, 2012; Spryut, 2005). Non-

elected officials’ policy entrepreneurship in the sphere of public health is a conspicuous 

example of this case. Cohen (2012) illustrates the successful entrepreneurial behaviour of 

non-elected officials under the Rabin-led government that led to the adoption of Israel’s 

National Health Insurance Law in 1994. The policy was driven by influential 

bureaucratic entrepreneurs that recognized structural opportunities for policy change, 

employed strategies to set the policy initiative on the political agenda, and generated 

support for it through the creation of political alliances (Cohen, 2012). 

Another successful way for influencing the political agenda is attributable to the 

Israeli bureaucracy’s close relations with organized sectarian and interest groups. 

According to some, the characteristically close ties between Israeli ministries and 

organized interest groups, without the mediation of political parties, can be politically 

beneficial to both sides (Nachmias & Sened, 2002). In return for the advancement of their 

policy preferences, interest groups make their political resources available to bureaucrats 
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in government ministries seeking to increase their capacity to influence public policy, 

including lobbying political representatives on the bureaucracy’s behalf, engaging in 

public relations regarding the Ministry’s activities, and assisting in their implementation 

(Nachmias & Sened, 2002). Similarly, the high representation of organized interests 

within the Israeli bureaucracy has been conducive to these clients’ ability to successfully 

set a policy issue on the agenda and affect policy change. For example, organized 

agricultural interests represented in the water policymaking authorities in Israel 

successfully defined water policy problems and shaped their solutions (Menahem, 2002). 

They even framed national interests in water to the benefit of agricultural interests, 

despite the irreversible damage of overexploitation of limited water resources such a 

policy agenda eventually caused (Menahem, 2002).  

These examples illustrate the agenda-setting capacity of the Israeli bureaucracy in 

various policy spheres. Importantly, the adoption of new policy initiatives requires 

political approval, or at the least, no outright political objection to new initiatives. This 

was no exception for the bureaucratic initiative to advance the national program for 

minority accommodation, which had to be approved by a government highly committed 

to the “nationalizing state agenda.” Typically, this awareness of the need to obtain 

political approval leads senior bureaucrats to plan policies based on the reactions they 

anticipate from the political actors and seek to address potential sources of conflict before 

they materialize (Aberbach, Putnam & Rockman, 1981; Page & Jenkins, 2005). A senior 

Jewish official in the Ministry of Economy explicitly expressed the anticipatory character 

of civil servants’ policy planning, and the way objectives for this policy initiative were 

framed before their presentation to the government: 
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“When coming to the political level, we need to have a story...and we had 

many partners to this storytelling, such as the National Economic Council, the 

Bank of Israel and others. And all of them engaged in this storytelling to the 

[political] policymakers” (Senior official at the Ministry of Economy, personal 

communication, March 29, 2016). 

This illustrates that civil servants framed policy initiatives for comprehensive 

minority accommodation consistently as a strategic action with the instrumental goal to 

benefit the national economy (Shinwell, Cohen, Baruch, & Nagar, 2015), not as an 

ideological or normative commitment to minority accommodation. To reiterate, the non-

elected officials advocated for accommodative policy, particularly in education, as a 

means for maximization of the economic potential of the Israeli economy (National 

Economic Council, 2015). 

Two years after Government Resolution 922 was adopted, senior officials 

continued to present a unified narrative on the necessity to accommodate the Arabs for 

Israel’s strategic economic development. Cohen, one of the program’s initiators, stated in 

2017: “The Israeli government is not doing the Arab society any 

favours…[accommodation] does not come from a humane or values-based place…it is 

clearly in the government’s interest, and if it [accommodation] does not materialize, the 

state will have given up a huge potential” (Lavie, 2018). David Brodet and Eli Gruner, 

the Chairman of the Bank Leumi Board of Directors and Director-General of the Prime 

Minister’s Office, respectively, articulated similar ideas and framed minority 

accommodation as a necessary step in the development of Israel’s economy (Lavie, 

2018).  

Unlike the programs adopted by Prime Minister Rabin in 1992 and Barak in 2000, 

the implementation of Government Resolution 922 was developed thoroughly. The action 
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plan for its implementation was highly detailed, with an annual allocation of budget and 

expected implementation rates (Haj-Yahya & Asaf, 2017). That the plan came from 

within the professional bureaucracy rather than elected officials provided it with the 

advantage of a comprehensive implementation path, something that the Rabin and Barak-

led government initiatives did not have. The first half of the plan was diligently 

implemented, following appropriate budget distribution and annual implementation 

objectives the responsible ministries had set (Elran, Abu Nasra, Yashi & Abu Mokh, 

2017).  

In sum, the Netanyahu-led multiparty government represented mainstream and 

niche Jewish constituencies and had no dedicated agenda on Arab education. The absence 

of an explicit agenda on this issue created a structural opportunity for bureaucratic drift, 

while comprehensive bureaucratic reforms motivated bureaucrats to engage in 

entrepreneurial behaviour. Under these conditions, the bureaucracy had opportunities to 

shape policies. Collaborative bureaucratic efforts in policy planning and framing policy 

solutions persuaded this nationalizing government to adopt an accommodating policy. 

They presented this policy as a plan to maximize the growth of the Israeli economy, a 

fundamental objective for Netanyahu (and indeed most politicians), and something he has 

eagerly credited to his own efforts (Bahar & Eckstein, 2019). Further, the plan was 

thorough, enjoyed broad support from government agencies and national financial 

institutions, and focused on benefitting Israel as a whole, not only the PAI. Thus, 

compared to previous attempts at minority accommodation, this comprehensive bottom-

up policy initiative increased the coherence of policy objectives and the efficiency of its 

implementation.  
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Conclusion 

Israeli governments have maintained a commitment to cater to the interests of the 

Jewish majority in all policy spheres (Ghanem, 2001; Haklai, 2011; Peleg & Waxman, 

2011), while also advancing diverse and at times incoherent policies toward the PAI. 

These policies fall on a broad spectrum from discrimination to accommodation (Ghanem, 

2001; Harel-Shalev, 2010; Jabareen, 2006; Lustick, 1980; Rekhess, 2014; Saban, 2002).  

The diachronic and cross-policy analysis of Israel’s land and education policies 

demonstrates that fragmented political authority over the policy process has often 

determined policy outcomes, such that non-elected officials have acted according to 

institutional preferences or pursued a nationalist agenda on behalf of Jewish national 

institutions. Throughout the first four decades, education officials loyally maintained a 

policy trajectory established by Ben Gurion’s government, not acting on fragmented 

authority to shift policy course. However, they undermined a minority-friendly 

government’s efforts to accommodate the Arab minority and persuaded a nationalist 

government to adopt comprehensive policies of accommodation. Had the governing 

coalitions been able to take unilateral action without bureaucratic input to determine 

policies toward the PAI, the minority-friendly government of 1992 would have been 

better able to implement its own decisions and achieve a greater congruency between the 

official policy and actual outcomes, while the nationalizing government of 2015 would 

have continued the practices of marginalization and discrimination against the PAI.  

The agency of bureaucrats in land policy illustrates discernably nationalist 

institutional preferences acted upon by civil servants. Jewish national institutions’ 

penetration of the land management bodies has been, and continues to be, an obstacle to 
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meaningful policy change toward the PAI. Non-elected officials in these bodies have 

consistently used their extensive authority in accordance with the preferences of these 

organized interests. Utilizing the increased fragmentation of authority during the first 

period, these officials advanced maximalist objectives in land to the disadvantage of the 

PAI. In the early 1990s, and again in the 2010s, the land management bodies subverted 

government programs for addressing the needs of the PAI in land, thereby widening gaps 

between official policy and practical reality.  

The analysis presented in Chapters 7 and 8 has sought to highlight the impact of 

the bureaucracy on the selection of state policies, their implementation, and the 

consequent outcomes. In particular, it sought to question the power and capacity often 

attributed to elected political elites in setting the course of state policies toward the PAI 

on issues integral to the nationalizing state objectives. All of this is not to argue that the 

civil service in Israel is the sole determinant of policymaking in minority issues, but 

rather that, given structural opportunities, Israeli bureaucrats have been able to influence 

the course of state policies and their outcomes in accordance with their institutional 

preferences an ideological commitments. Often overlooked as an actor in state–minority 

relations, senior civil servants in Israel have been highly important actors in the 

policymaking process. They have been able to shift official government policies’ 

trajectories, determine policy outcomes, and form long-term patterns of the state’s 

treatment of the PAI. 
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Chapter 9 

Conclusion 

 

This dissertation asked why nationalizing states vary in their treatment of ethnic 

minorities in diverse policy realms and diachronically. Such regimes are defined as states 

of and for a particular nation, but at the same time as weak, unrealized, and insufficiently 

national in some sense (Brubaker, 1996). The dominant elites that capture the 

nationalizing state use its apparatus and laws to address these perceived weaknesses to 

strengthen the status and rights of the dominant nation. This takes place in a context of 

ethnically heterogenous states, in which the ethnic minorities are excluded from the 

sociological boundaries of the state-owning nation defined in exclusive ethnic, cultural, 

or other terms. That these ethnic minorities are transborder minorities that belong to a 

nearby kin-state is at the crux of the contestation between nationalizing states, ethnic 

minorities and their kin-states (Brubaker, 1996).   

Existing scholarship on nationalizing states’ treatment of ethnic minorities fails to 

explain satisfactorily why these states adopt different and inconsistent policies toward the 

same ethnic minority, or why those committed to nationalizing objectives change their 

policies over time, all else equal. All too often, the existing explanations are based on the 

assumption that the dominant elites that capture nationalizing states are coherent actors 

who have the capacity to use the state apparatus and its laws to materialize the dominant 

nations’ preferences. Given the assumption that these are rational actors who will not act 

against their interest by adopting accommodating policies toward minorities, these 

explanations suggest that minority exclusion is the most likely outcome. This reasoning 
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has led scholars to overdetermine the propensity of nationalizing states to employ 

exclusionary policies toward ethnic minorities and leave the puzzle of the change in state 

policies over time unresolved.  

  

Theoretical Implications 

Building on nationalism studies in comparative politics and principal-agent 

scholarship in public administration, the thesis examined elected and non-elected 

officials’ influence on the policymaking process and the resulting policy outcomes 

relating to ethnic minorities. Employing a process-tracing analysis, the thesis developed a 

theory that explains the diachronic and cross-policy variation in nationalizing states’ 

policies toward ethnic minorities.  

My theory asserts that the extent of political authority’s fragmentation over a 

given policy area influences policy outcomes toward ethnic minorities. Varying degrees 

of fragmentation create either structural constraints or opportunities for non-elected 

officials to influence policy and practice. If political authority over a given policy area is 

concentrated in the hands of the elected executive, it enjoys extensive capacity to adopt 

state policies according to its preferences and determine preferred policy outcomes. In 

nationalizing states, we are most likely to observe exclusionary policies toward ethnic 

minorities under nationalist governments and more accommodating policies under 

minority-friendly governments with a weaker commitment to the nationalizing agenda. 

The concentration of political authority in the hands of the central government, whether 

nationalist or minority-friendly, increases its preferred policy’s stability and makes policy 

change contingent on alternation in power between ideologically diverse coalitions. 
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For example, in the case of Estonia, governments have concentrated political 

authority over citizenship policy in the executive because of electoral returns and 

ideological imperatives. Controlling this issue allowed governments with a high 

nationalizing commitment to weaken the moderate opposition by disenfranchising its 

electoral base, composed in large part of Russian speakers. The dominant Estonian 

political actors’ convergence over this electoral preference resulted in the adoption of 

exclusionary citizenship policy. Correspondingly, minority-friendly or minority-led 

political actors lacked veto powers to impede this exclusionary policy. The theoretical 

implication of the observed policy outcome of exclusionary citizenship is that governing 

nationalizing elites had the capacity to maintain this policy for over twenty years to 

secure their electoral preferences. 

Further, the exclusionary policy also allowed right-of-centre parties to achieve 

their ideological commitment to maintaining an ethnonationally defined citizenry. The 

concentration of authority over citizenship ensured this policy’s stability over time, 

making its change highly unlikely, even at times of heightened external pressures and 

threats. Accordingly, the crucial policy change of 2015 that introduced naturalization by 

birth to all Estonia-born children occurred as a result of the dominant actors’ shifting 

policy priorities and electoral preferences. They supported the abolition of child 

statelessness, sought to garner the electoral support of Russian-speaking voters, and had a 

more moderate commitment to the nationalizing agenda than their predecessors. These 

preferences led them to adopt a new policy of slow and lengthy inclusion of Russian 

speakers into the political community. Thus, this policy change was driven by a few 
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dominant political actors with a shared ideology and capacity to shape policy outcomes 

according to their preferences, including who would have the franchise. 

Likewise, in Israel, when the government concentrated authority over education 

policy, we saw high compliance with their preferred policy objectives. The Sharon-led 

government is a good example of an instance of a government that was capable of 

actualizing its nationalizing agenda through high control and oversight over the three 

pillars of education policy in Arab schools. The Minister of Education, Limor Livnat, 

supervised the development of a new curriculum that excluded content on the minority’s 

distinct identity and history, instructed education officials to terminate consultation with 

Arab educators, and appointed loyal civil servants to ascertain that budgetary decisions 

did not deviate from the government’s nationalizing preferences. The Netanyahu-led 

government of 1996 serves as another example of a government that concentrated 

authority in its hands to ensure preferred policy outcomes. It adopted legislative, 

executive, and budgetary measures to reverse Rabin-era education policies. In sum, when 

nationalizing governments concentrated authority over education policy, we observed 

policy outcomes congruent with their policy preferences for minority exclusion.  

However, if political authority over a given policy is fragmented, state policies 

may deviate from the incumbents’ preferred policy outcomes. Delegating authority to 

non-elected officials creates opportunities for bureaucratic drift. Under such structural 

conditions, non-elected officials can use varied mechanisms to increase their autonomy to 

determine policy outcomes and establish long-term patterns of state treatment of ethnic 

minorities. Key tools at their disposal include asymmetries in narrowly specialized skills 

and expertise, information, and strategic framing of policy problems and solutions. 
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Bureaucratic entrepreneurship can explain why, at times, nationalizing states adopt 

contradictory policies across realms that are inconsistent with the official government 

preferences. 

For instance, ethnic Estonian educators and civil servants used the policy process 

to acquire extensive bureaucratic autonomy in education policy during the early state-

building period as a result of fragmented political authority. Their bureaucratic autonomy 

and entrepreneurship led to a more accommodating outcome than the governing 

coalitions at the time had preferred. Specifically, these officials resented the Soviet-era 

heavily centralized and politicized education system. This attitude motivated them to act 

against the dominant elites’ attempts to enact similar measures in independent Estonia. 

Their capacity to shape education policies, particularly in the first period, stemmed from 

their central role in the independence movement and the strong pre-independence 

organizational structure they relied on for shaping new educational institutions and 

policies. Paradoxically, although their motivation was to guarantee the freedoms and 

rights of ethnic Estonians, the proximate unintended consequence was the extension of 

protections and autonomy to Russian speakers. Similarly, in the late 1990s, non-elected 

officials succeeded in preserving publicly-funded Russian-language education under a 

nationalizing government that had sought to phase it out. These findings support the 

theoretical expectations outlined in Chapter 3, asserting that a powerful bureaucracy can 

impede policy measures advanced by elected officials when the latter do not have the 

capacity to actualize their preferences.  

In Israel, the Jewish national organizations’ penetration of state institutions 

created complex dynamics in state land policies’ planning, decision-making, and 
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implementation. These organized interests’ ethnic agenda in land policy, permanent 

representation in the land management bodies, and vast independent resources allowed 

them to influence state policies toward the PAI. For example, in the 1970s, 

entrepreneurial officials at the Development Authority capitalized on opportunities for 

bureaucratic drift and advanced Judaization projects in the Galilee. They framed renewed 

Judaization as the optimum solution to the potential loss of land control in the area to 

secure the support of the government for this policy. Crucially, they pursued this policy 

on the ground before getting the government’s approval. This is a conspicuous example 

of bureaucratic entrepreneurship that took advantage of an institutional veto point along 

the decision-making process (specifically, the delegation of authority to implement public 

policy) to alter policy course and affect land distribution in accordance with bureaucratic 

preferences.   

The fragmentation of authority over land policy also allowed these bodies to 

subvert government programs for minority accommodation introduced by the dovish 

government led by Yitzhak Rabin. They did so through lacking policy implementation. 

Likewise, ad-hoc programs addressing the PAI’s needs in land were adopted by Israeli 

governments since 2010; but they too have been purposefully tangled in the bureaucratic 

red-tape that impeded concrete changes. These instances illustrate wide gaps between the 

central government’s preferred policies and the actual policy outcomes, which stem from 

the permanent fragmentation of authority over land policy and the lack of Israel’s state 

autonomy from the Jewish national organizations. 

A similar dynamic is observed in the domain of education policy. Diminished 

central government capacity to determine education policies has also led to policy 
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outcomes distinct from the ones pursued by elected governments. Fragmentation of 

authority in this realm allowed non-elected officials to undermine government-led 

accommodating policies during the 1990s. Specifically, the non-elected officials shirked 

the responsibility for the implementation of the Rabin-led government’s top-down 

policies, which they ascribed to uncommitted proclamations of politicians who pursue 

short-term policy goals. The theoretical implication here is that the general differences in 

the policymaking behaviour of elected and non-elected officials, such as time 

inconsistency in policy goals and tenure (short-term versus long-term, respectively), and 

accountability mechanisms (to voters and colleagues, respectively) motivated the non-

elected officials to exploit the opportunity for bureaucratic drift. They used this 

bureaucratic drift to act on their institutional preferences for upholding existing 

bureaucratic routines rather than implementing sweeping changes handed down from 

above.  

Fragmentation of authority over education policy also enabled bureaucrats to 

advance minority accommodation under a government with a strong nationalist agenda. 

Namely, the adoption of the most comprehensive policy for minority accommodation in 

education by the Netanyahu-led government in 2015 offers an opposite example of the 

consequences of bureaucratic drift. The non-elected officials capitalized on the absence 

of a clear policy vision toward the PAI (other than the general preference for their 

discrimination) to become drivers of policy change. Evidence-based policy planning led 

these officials to identify minority exclusion as detrimental to the growth of the national 

economy and initiate a policy shift toward minority inclusion. This program’s passage by 

a government in a high “nationalizing mode” demonstrates the ingenuity of bureaucratic 
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entrepreneurship, which initiated this profound policy change. It also highlights an 

empirical occurrence unexplained by current research. The theoretical implication of this 

observation is that a strong professional bureaucracy with a high level of discretion can 

initiate policy changes and compel governments antagonistic to such changes to adopt 

them nevertheless.  

 

Future Research 

The implications of the findings presented in this analysis raise important 

questions for political science researchers who examine state regulation of diversity. 

First, this thesis departs from the assumption that nationalizing states are coherent actors 

that develop policies in a well-structured and purposeful manner, opening new analytical 

perspectives for the study of the treatment of minorities in such states. In the untidy give-

and-take political process, different domestic actors negotiate and compromise, form 

alliances and instigate political crises, and engage in entrepreneurial or risk-averse 

behaviour routinely. Thus, we need to further our understanding of the way different 

domestic actors’ differential access to networks, resources, skills, and information shapes 

the policy process on minority issues. Future research can pay close attention to the 

manner in which these complex dynamics unfold in a given policy area across 

subnational areas vis-à-vis each other or the central government. This can also be fruitful 

in examinations of the way other non-governmental actors influence the policy process, 

including the courts, military, civil society organizations, and the media.  

Another potential path for future research lies in positioning modern 

bureaucracies at the heart of political research on ethnic minorities in cases where the 
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bureaucracy is empowered and effective. Extant scholarship focuses mainly on ethnic 

minorities’ political representation in ethnically diverse states. This research perspective 

is important to evaluate the extent to which ethnic minorities’ interests on issues that 

pertain to them are considered in the decision-making process. However, whereas 

political representation has been explored extensively, ethnic minorities’ bureaucratic 

representation has received little scholarly attention. If bureaucracies matter for policy 

outcomes, as this dissertation has demonstrated, it follows that substantive minority 

representation in this apparatus should also matter. The question of ethnic minorities’ 

sociological and ideological representation, the boundaries to their inclusion, and the 

potential for their influence from within the state apparatus on policies that pertain to 

them offers new potential research avenues. Such scholarly endeavours should pay 

particular attention to bureaucratic representation, recruitment procedures, non-elected 

officials’ accountability mechanisms, and ethnic minorities’ agency within these bodies. 

Like any small-n qualitative research design, the generalizability of the 

observations made in this study requires further research. Therefore, the extent to which 

the mechanisms at work in Israel and Estonia are at play in other nationalizing states’ 

treatment of ethnic minorities is a question for future research in other nationalizing 

states. Scholars studying nationalizing states can look at factors such as fragmentation of 

authority and bureaucratic drifts and test whether the same causal processes apply in their 

cases. Intriguing diachronic and geographic policy variations toward ethnic minorities in 

places like Turkey, Macedonia, Kazakhstan, Latvia, and Indonesia, give reason for 

confidence that the theory developed in this study can apply there.  
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Conclusion 

Woodrow Wilson famously viewed the civil service as an apolitical institution of 

public trust that exists to carry out state policies. He said: “Administration lies outside the 

proper sphere of politics. Administrative questions are not political questions“ (Wilson, 

1887, p.210). This dissertation presented evidence that defies Wilson’s position. It also 

gives reason to be optimistic that the normative stance underlying Wilson’s position is 

undesirable and counterproductive from the point of view of minority rights and peaceful 

state–minority relations. In a world in which many nationalizing states exist and 

populism is on the rise, there may still be room for minority accommodation because 

professional bureaucracies are in place. In particular, where civil servants are, as Wilson 

stipulated, meritocratically recruited officials that serve in positions of public trust. Of 

course, minority-friendly governments would make the likelihood of minority inclusion 

even greater. Ultimately, this dissertation identified avenues towards peaceful relations 

between minorities and governments in nationalizing states in the hopes of providing 

scholars and practitioners with tools and ideas to facilitate its real-life materialization. 
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