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We are presently celebrating Passover -- a holiday commemorating the start of the Children of Israel's sojourn to the Promised Land. Yet even at this very early point in Jewish history a stark question arose: was their aspiration the conquest of as much land as possible, or was it to conquer enough land for the Jewish people to survive as a nation through their own religion? 


The Bible's answer was ambiguous. On the one hand, there was an attempt to conquer as much as possible; on the other hand, the real battle was over the "soul" of the land against the idol worshippers, so that God forbade any intermingling with the Seven Nations. Moreover, the territory of Israel was delineated several times in the course of the Bible (not just the Torah -- the putative Five Books of Moses), each mentioning somewhat different borders. In several cases this was a result of the Israelites' military success -- or lack of it -- to widen the Jewish people's geographical purview.


As the saying goes, the more things change the more they stay the same. The modern State of Israel finds itself in the same bind -- maximum territory or maximum Jewish statehood? The facts on the ground seem to suggest that the answer is the former, as the settlers' movement continues with its creeping quasi-annexation of parts of Judea and Samaria. Not counting Greater Jerusalem, there are more than a quarter of a million Israeli citizens now living beyond the 1967 Green Line border.


But what do Israelis think about their conundrum? Here, surprisingly, the answer is somewhat different. The Tami Steinmetz Center for Peace Research at Tel Aviv University conducts monthly surveys of Israeli public opinion on issues related to the peace process. One of its recent polls looked at precisely the issue of territory versus Jewishness. The dilemma is familiar to all Israelis: what's more important -- a Jewish majority in the State of Israel or control (perhaps even eventual annexation) of Judea and Samaria, the historic heart of the Jewish nation and state? The specific poll question was this: “In principle, what is more important to you -- that Israel be a country with a Jewish majority or that Judea and Samaria always remain under Israel's control even if they are areas with a large Palestinian population?” 


The results were clear: two-thirds of Jewish Israelis (the Israeli Arabs were not polled here) preferred preserving the Jewish character of the country, while less than a quarter (23%) favored controlling all parts of the Land of Israel currently under Israeli rule, along  with their Palestinian population. Indeed, when broken down by religiosity, the only majority for the latter position was found among religious (Zionist) Jews. Even the ultra-Orthodox (non-Zionist, haredi) Jews preferred having a Jewish majority (57%), as did 69% for religious traditionalists (mostly Edat Ha'mizrakh who have great respect for Jewish custom and law but maintain only some of the commandments), 79% for those defining themselves as borderline traditional-secular, and 70.5% for secular respondents who tend to be on the political Left, some of whom favor one binational-state of Jews and Arabs.


What does this mean in practical terms? That a clear majority of Israelis would be willing to concede large swaths of the "West Bank" in any final peace treaty, if convinced that doing otherwise would jeopardize the State of Israel as Jewish state. Of course, that might be dependent, among other things, on the Palestinians recognizing the intrinsic Jewishness of Israel -- something that they might be willing to do only when faced with the possibility of total loss of their own homeland in the face of the settlers' determined expansion. Thus, the great irony here is that perhaps only the Israeli settler movement can "convince" both sides -- mainstream Jewish and Palestinian -- that continued expansion of settlements is a mortal threat to their respective aspirations! 
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