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"Path dependence" may be a technical term, but the phenomenon is universally found in almost walks of life. As I will explain shortly, it also explains to a large extent one of the most frustrating aspects of Israeli national life.


The concept of path dependence means that the first person, institution, or whatever, to start something new essentially determines how generations thereafter people will continue along the initial path, even when it no longer makes any sense. The reason we do this is habit of mind and the innate conservatism of human society.


One famous example is the QWERTY keyboard. That's the order of the letters laid out on everyone's keyboard on the top row beneath the numbers (go ahead, take a look). There is no contemporary rhyme or reason for this -- indeed, it is counterproductive. If the keyboard was set in rational fashion then either the order would be ABC etc (easy to remember where each letter appears) or the most used letters would be in the middle of the keyboard (easy for the fingers to type). So why do we have such a nutty disarray? Because when the typewriter was first invented, the "arm" of each letter took awhile to hit the paper and return; if you typed too fast back then, the "arms" would get caught one into the other. So QWERTY was designed to slow down the pace of typing!!


At some point Remington overcame the "stuck arm" problem but by then "path dependence" had kicked in -- no one wanted to change the keyboard because too many typists had already become familiar with QWERTY. So to this very day we are still using a keyboard on the computer that was designed to slow us down and not speed us up.


Israel too suffers from path dependence. Here I refer to the question of Israel's political system specifically, and its hyper-opinionated, super-sectorial society in general. Why this "balagan" (quasi-anarchy)? The origins can be found in two different, historical periods: a) more than 3000 years ago; b) around the turn of the 19th century into the 20th.


First, we are called the "Children of Israel" -- comprising twelve tribes. From the start, we were not a unified family/nation. Remember what the brothers did to Joseph? Remember the civil war among the twelve tribes during the era of the Judges? Remember how the unified kingdom -- Kings Saul, David & Solomon -- lasted all of one century and then fell apart into two kingdoms? Remember the Jewish people's long Diaspora, spread out over the entire globe? Is it any wonder, therefore, that today we are unified only by our diversity? How could it be otherwise, if from the very start we constituted a hydra-headed "polity"!


Nor was this merely a matter of "politics." Our social and religio-philosophical  approach reinforced this tendency, at least over the past 2000 years (but probably longer than that; recall the Bible's nomenclature for the Children of Israel: "a stiff-necked people"). Our magnum opus, the Talmud, is a compilation of 400 years' worth of argumentation and disputation, with the underlying motto: "both these and those [opinions] are the word of God" -- the Jewish people's equivalent of ying and yang. We subsequently took this to heart with books and commentaries pouring forth on every conceivable issue and from every possible perspective.


It is no wonder, then, that when the elections were first held for the World Zionist Organization in 1897, and then for the Jewish community's Assembly of Representatives in Palestine in 1920, a proportional system of representation was chosen in order to enable all Zionist streams, political ideologies, Jewish-religious denominations, and so on, to partake of the process. That set up the dependent path that led to the electoral system established in the newborn State of Israel in 1948, and which basically continues to this very day: approximately 12-15 parties elected to each Knesset, ungovernable coalitions, and a cacophony of voices both in and outside the government.


In short, Israeli society and politics today is nothing less than a reflection of Jewish history, the Jewish mindset, and the sundry "governments" throughout our long history. If that's the case, the present situation is a two-edged sword: the basis of Israel's greatest social and political weaknesses, but also the foundation of its main strength -- and potentially its continued longevity. 
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