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Anyone following the domestic scene in Israel these days can only be appalled what with scandal everywhere. Former President Katzav is still on trial for rape and sexual harassment; former Finance Minister Avraham Hirschson sits in jail, convicted of embezzling millions of shekels from a major HMO Health Fund; former Minister Shlomo Ben-Izri also sits in jail for taking bribes; former leading Likud power broker David Appel has just been convicted of bribing three city mayors; former Prime Minister Olmert is standing trial for three totally separate bribery and financial malfeasance offenses. And now what the Israeli State Prosecutor has called "the greatest political scandal in Israel's history" (that's saying a lot!) has erupted -- again with Olmert at the heart of the "Holyland Building Complex" affair. (If you somehow missed this one: several -- perhaps even dozens -- of municipal Jerusalem planners, council members, and even former mayor Lupoliansky, are suspected of paying/ receiving millions of shekels in bribes to undercut and circumvent proper planning channels,  in order to construct a monstrous residential complex that has irreparably disfigured the Jerusalem skyline.) And let's not forget scandals attached to former PM Sharon, halted only when he was struck down by massive stroke. Quite "ugly", no?


What's going on? Here we come the the "bad" part. Most of this is ongoing residue of the Jewish Diaspora mentality. For 2000 years Jews lived under mostly antagonistic regimes. The only hope for survival was to "screw the goyim": finding all possible ways of circumventing the laws without getting caught, using political connections to avoid the depredations of outright enemies, and generally viewing the Gentile government as something apart and inimical to the Jews' best interests. The restrictive British Mandate in the pre-state years did nothing to neutralize this mentality for those Jews who had turned into Zionists. Thus, even after 62 years of national independence many Israeli Jews continue -- psychologically and behaviorally -- as if nothing has changed.


It's not just that there's corruption on high. Virtually every Israeli citizen is a "law-breaker": paying the plumber without adding VAT (Israel's "sales tax"); getting private lessons for junior without asking the tutor for a receipt; supporting approximately 150 (!) pirate radio stations; paying surgeons "hospital equipment fund" money to jump ahead of the surgery schedule line; etc etc. Oh, did I forget to mention illegal settlements popping up like mushrooms after the rain?


So where's the "good"? If it seems matters are only getting worse, that's mostly an optical illusion. Serious corruption has always been a part of Israeli politics, but "back then" the media did not investigate and report it, while the "authorities" (State Comptroller, State Prosecutor, etc) were wary of treading too heavily on big toes. Moreover, the corruption was different: almost all bribes, graft etc went into political party coffers and not into the private bank accounts of the leadership, as is usually the wont today. 


The reason that today all hell is breaking loose is that the media are now eager to ferret out malfeasance, and the investigating authorities -- from the Attorney General, State Prosecutor, and State Comptroller all the way down to the local police -- have become more professional and willing to tackle such endemic corruption. It is impossible to say whether there is objectively more corruption these days, but it is clear that the forces of law and order have now joined the fray in very significant fashion -- ergo, all those politicians sitting in jail.


One last morsel of food for thought -- especially for you the American reader sitting there shaking your head. Almost 100 years after American independence, Boss Tweed and Tammany Hall ran New York City in a veritable kleptocracy -- while the federal government suffered massive scandals during President Grant's administrations. There's obviously something about young democracies that lends itself to corruption. At the present pace of fighting back, Israel is on course to become as uncorrupt as America in its 20th century post-corruption era. Now that's very good news! 
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