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Figure 1. Moses and the Burning Bush.

Gustave Doré, “Moses and the Burning Bush,” in 275 Bible Illustrations (Independently Published, 1876),
Engraving.

Moses aod the Buouii: Dusi

“I have come down to deliver them ... and to bring them out of that land to a good and broad land, a land
flowing with milk and honey...”

- Exodus 3:7 (NRSV)
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Abstract

Religion continues to influence political institutions, collective identities, and pro-
cesses of political legitimization despite longstanding assumptions concerning its declining
significance in public life. While Religious Zionism is frequently associated with theolog-
ical claims to territory and the biblical concept of the “Promised Land”, relatively little
research has examined how such narratives are actually mobilized within formal political
institutions. Addressing this gap, this thesis investigates to what extent and how Bezalel
Smotrich mobilized the theological narrative of the “Promised Land” in Knesset plenary
sessions to legitimize territorial claims and settlement expansion between 2021 and 2025.

The study adopts a qualitative, interpretive research design grounded in an actor-
centered case study approach. The empirical analysis is based on 129 official Knesset ple-
nary session transcripts, including a focused analysis of 77 transcripts associated with
Bezalel Smotrich and a limited comparative examination of Zvi Yedidya Sukkot of 52 tran-
scripts. Using deductive thematic analysis and systematic coding, the study identified and
analyzed references associated with the “Promised Land” narrative through a broader set
of theological and biblical expressions, including references to the “Land of Israel”, “Judea
and Samaria”, biblical figures, scripture, covenantal language, and related religious termi-
nology.

The findings demonstrate that the explicit term “Promised Land” appeared very
rarely within the analyzed corpus. Instead, political actors relied on a wider theological
vocabulary through which territorial claims were articulated and legitimized. The analysis
further revealed a significant transformation in Smotrich’s parliamentary rhetoric over
time. Explicit theological references, scriptural quotations, and direct appeals to religious
authority were most prominent in 2021 and gradually declined. By 2025, explicit theolog-
ical rhetoric had largely disappeared from the analyzed parliamentary interventions. At the
same time, territorial concerns remained consistently present, increasingly framed through
administrative, political, historical, and security-related arguments. The findings therefore
indicate that institutional position influenced the public expression of theological rhetoric
without necessarily eliminating underlying ideological commitments.

The thesis contributes to scholarship on religion and politics, Religious Zionism,
and political discourse by demonstrating that ideological commitment and rhetorical ex-
pression should not be treated as synonymous. More broadly, it argues that the relationship
between religion and politics cannot be understood solely through ideological labels or the-
ological doctrine, but must also be examined through the language political actors employ
within institutional settings. In doing so, the study highlights the continued relevance of
religious narratives in contemporary politics while demonstrating how their public articu-
lation adapts to changing political responsibilities and institutional contexts.



Zusammenfassung!

Wihrend der religidse Zionismus haufig mit theologischen Gebietsanspriichen und
dem biblischen Konzept des ,,Gelobten Landes* in Verbindung gebracht wird, gibt es
bislang relativ wenig Forschung dazu, wie solche Narrative innerhalb formeller politischer
Institutionen mobilisiert werden. Um diese Liicke zu schlieBen, untersucht diese Arbeit,
inwieweit und auf welche Weise Bezalel Smotrich das theologische Narrativ des ,,Gelobten
Landes® in den Plenarsitzungen der Knesset zwischen 2021 und 2025 mobilisierte, um
territoriale Anspriiche und die Ausweitung von Siedlungen zu legitimieren.

Die Studie verfolgt einen qualitativen, akteurszentrierten Fallstudienansatz auf der
Grundlage von 129 offiziellen Protokollen der Plenarsitzungen der Knesset, einschlieBlich
einer gezielten Analyse von 77 Protokollen im Zusammenhang mit Bezalel Smotrich und
einer begrenzten vergleichenden Untersuchung von Zvi Yedidya Sukkot. Mithilfe
deduktiver thematischer Analyse und systematischer Kodierung identifiziert die Studie
Beziige zur Erzdhlung vom ,,Gelobten Land“ anhand eines breiteren Spektrums
theologischer und biblischer Ausdriicke, darunter Verweise auf das ,,Land Israel“, ,,Judda
und Samaria®, biblische Figuren, Schriftstellen und Sprache des Bundes.

Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass der explizite Begriff ,,Gelobtes Land* im analysierten
Korpus nur selten vorkam. Stattdessen stiitzten sich die politischen Akteure auf ein
breiteres theologisches Vokabular, durch das territoriale Anspriiche artikuliert und
legitimiert wurden. Die Analyse offenbart zudem einen signifikanten Wandel in Smotrichs
parlamentarischer Rhetorik im Laufe der Zeit. Explizite theologische Beziige, Schriftzitate
und direkte Appelle an religidse Autoritdt waren im Jahr 2021 am ausgeprégtesten und
nahmen im gesamten Untersuchungszeitraum allméhlich ab. Bis 2025 war die explizite
theologische Rhetorik weitgehend aus den analysierten parlamentarischen Redebeitrigen
verschwunden. Gleichzeitig blieben territoriale Anliegen durchgehend prasent und wurden
zunehmend durch administrative, politische, historische und sicherheitspolitische
Argumente gerahmt. Die Ergebnisse legen daher nahe, dass die institutionelle Position den
offentlichen Ausdruck theologischer Rhetorik beeinflusste, ohne dabei die zugrunde
liegenden ideologischen Verpflichtungen notwendigerweise zu beseitigen.

Die Arbeit leistet einen Beitrag zur Forschung iiber Religion und Politik, den
religiésen Zionismus und den politischen Diskurs, indem sie aufzeigt, dass ideologisches
Engagement und rhetorischer Ausdruck nicht als Synonyme behandelt werden sollten. Im
weiteren Sinne argumentiert sie, dass das Verhéltnis zwischen Religion und Politik nur
dann vollstindig verstanden werden kann, wenn untersucht wird, wie politische Akteure
ideologische Uberzeugungen innerhalb institutioneller Rahmenbedingungen in Sprache
umsetzen.

' The German version of the Abstract (“Zusammenfassung”) was translated from the original English version
using the Al software DeepL and subsequently reviewed by the author.



Chapter 1: Introduction

Despite decades of secularization and repeated claims concerning the declining sig-
nificance of religion in public life; religious beliefs, symbols, and narratives continue to
exert influence on societies, political institutions, and collective identities across the world.
Religious narratives become politically significant not only through their simple existence,
but though their articulation in language. Political actors rarely invoke those in a vacuum,
rather they select, interpret, and communicate them in ways that serve specific purposes.
Parliamentary speeches constitute one arena in which religious narratives can be observed
and studied, as they are directed toward both political institutions and wider audiences.
Examining such discourse provides an invaluable insight into how religious narratives op-
erate within contemporary political debates, particularly within institutional environments
often assumed to be governed by secular forms of reasoning and legitimacy. Understanding
the political significance of religion therefore requires moving beyond questions of belief
alone.

The thesis examines how the theological narrative of the “Promised Land” is mobi-
lized within contemporary Israeli political discourse. Moving beyond abstract theological
inquiry, the analysis focuses on the strategic use of religious language within institutional
settings, treating scripture not as doctrine but as a resource for political argumentation. In
doing so, the thesis shifts the attention from what religious texts inherently prescribe to
how a single political actor employs them in practice. Accordingly, the thesis is guided by

the following research question:

To what extent and how does Bezalel Smotrich mobilize the theological narrative of the
“Promised Land” in Knesset plenary sessions to legitimize territorial claims and settle-

ment expansion between 2021 and 2025?

The relevance of this research emerges across several interconnected academic and
empirical dimensions. First, the study contributes to the effort of reintroducing religion into
an academic arena historically dominated by secular assumptions and traditional Interna-
tional Relations (IR) theories. For decades, mainstream IR frameworks largely treated reli-
gion as secondary, irrational, and destined to disappear under the forces of modernity. Yet
contemporary reality repeatedly demonstrates that religion has not vanished from politics

as it continues to operate as a powerful source of authority.



Second, the study is relevant because it foregrounds the importance of political ac-
tors themselves. Actors are often reduced to media representations, electoral labels, cam-
paigns, and generalized party positions. The thesis proceeds from the assumption that po-
litical actors must be studied directly and systematically, particularly those occupying po-
sitions of institutional authority. Examining how political leaders speak and justify their
decision-making processes is essential in order to understand the form of authority through
which societies are governed.

Third, the relevance is further amplified by the methodological and practical diffi-
culties associated with conducting research on Israel from outside of the country. Accessing
official political material, including records, often presents considerable obstacles due to
linguistic barriers, security sensitivities, and bureaucratic limitations. Consequently, de-
tailed empirical studies grounded in official Israeli political discourse remain relatively
limited, particularly for researchers operating externally. In this sense, the thesis demon-
strates the possibility and value of conducting such discourse-based research.

Fourth, the thesis aims to encourage future researchers examining the intersection
of religion and politics, and that such study is not only methodologically possible but infi-
nitely valuable for critical thinking and intellectual inquiry.

Finally, the relevance of the study primarily lies in the historical and political weight
of the “Promised Land” narrative itself. Few concepts in this world have exercised such
enduring influence across centuries of religious history. The awareness that a single spe-
cific stretch of soil shapes identities, justify claims, and influences state-building, while
simultaneously contributing to conflict, division, exclusion, and political violence, remains
essential for understanding the broader implications of religion in politics.

Methodologically, the thesis adopts a qualitative, interpretive research design
grounded in an actor-centered case study approach. It focuses on Bezalel Smotrich as a
theoretically relevant political figure due to his ideological positioning and institutional
roles. The empirical foundation of the study consists of 129 official plenary sessions tran-
scripts from the official Knesset database, covering the period from 2021 to 2025. The
analysis employs a deductive thematic analysis, guided by theoretically informed catego-
ries derived from the primary sources.

The structure of the thesis is designed to guide the reader from the conceptual foun-
dations of the study to its empirical findings and broader implications. Following the intro-
duction, Chapter 2 presents the research question, its rationale, its terminological clarifica-

tions, and the analytical sub-questions that guide the study.



Chapter 3 reviews the relevant literature, examining the relationship between reli-
gion and politics in International Relations (IR) and the broader historical perspectives, the
development of Religious Zionism as an ideological movement, and the interaction be-
tween religion and politics in Israel. The chapter further explores insights from political
theology and traces of biblical origins, terminological variations, and historical transfor-
mations of the “Promised Land” narrative, including interpretations within Christianity and
Islam, before identifying the literature gap that the thesis seeks to address.

Chapter 4 develops the theoretical framework of the study by introducing political
narratives as mechanisms of meaning-making and historical continuity, as well as examin-
ing competing theoretical perspectives on institutional behavior and ideological persis-
tence. Building on these perspectives, the chapter formulates two theoretical expectations.

Chapter 5 outlines the research design and methodology, including case selection,
source collection, analytical procedures, and methodological limitations.

Chapter 6 presents the empirical analysis, examining the distribution, frequency,
and contextual deployment of references associated with the “Promised Land” narrative,
with particular attention given to Bezalel Smotrich and a limited comparative analysis of
Zvi Yedidya Sukkot. The chapter concludes with a discussion of findings in relation to the
theoretical expectations.

Finally, Chapter 7 answers the research question, summarizes the principal findings,
and reflects on the broader implications of the study for understanding the interaction be-
tween religion, ideology, and political discourse.

Ultimately, the thesis seeks to move beyond simplistic assumptions about the role
of religion in politics and instead to confront the question directly: not whether religious

narratives matter, but how they function when God is spoken into power.

Chapter 2: Research Question

The thesis is guided by the following research question:

“To what extent and how does Bezalel Smotrich mobilize the theo-
logical narrative of the “Promised Land” in Knesset plenary ses-
sions to legitimize territorial claims and settlement expansion be-

tween 2021 and 2025?”




2. 1. Research Question Clarifications

“To what extent” addresses the frequency and relative significance of theological
rhetoric, the formulation of “and how” is concerned with its mode of deployment. The
concept of “extent” is operationalized through a combination of qualitative measures and
limited quantitative measures, including the identification, coding, and frequency of theo-
logical references including that of the “Promised Land” but not limited to. This approach
enables not only the measurement of how often such narratives occur, but also an assess-
ment of their contextual function and role in parliamentary discourse. It allows for variation
in frequency, form, and context, as well as for the possibility that theological and biblical
narratives may be absent, selectively deployed, or substituted by other modes of justifica-
tion. By contrast, the formulation “and how” seeks to identify the rhetorical mechanisms
through which the narrative is invoked, interpreted, and deployed by the selected actor.

The term theological narrative in this study does not refer to the doctrinal theology
in the strict, ecclesiastical sense, nor to a systematic theological inquiry concerning the
nature of God. Rather, it refers to the political interpretation and mobilization of religious
concepts through which territorial claims are articulated and justified within contemporary
Israeli political discourse. In this context, theological narratives function as interpretive
frameworks that sacralize political positions by embedding them in a divinely grounded
structure.
The narrative of “Promised Land” is understood not only as a purely theological doctrine,
but also as a politically mobilized concept through which territorial claims are framed as
historically mandated, divinely sanctioned, and thus resistant to ordinary political negotia-
tions. While the study employs the term “Promised Land” as an analytical category, it also
encompasses related theological and biblical expressions and references which, within po-
litical discourse, draw on the same underlying theological conception. Empirically, such
narratives are identified through explicit or implicit references to biblical scripture, as well
as through discursive patterns that draw on religious authority or faith-based justification.

The relevance of Bezalel Smotrich to the core concept examined in this thesis de-
rives from his position as party chairman and his political agenda. In order to establish this
relationship, it is necessary to clarify what is meant by “territorial claims” and “settlement
expansion” within the context of Religious Zionism Party. According to the official website

party platform, these concepts encompass the strengthening and expansion of Jewish set-



tlement throughout the “Land of Israel”, the legalization of settlements in “Judea and Sa-
maria”, the extension of Israeli sovereignty over these territories, and the promotion of
increased Jewish demographic presence within them.?

The connection between Smotrich and these objectives is not assumed by the researcher
but explicitly articulated by the party itself. The party platform identifies sovereignty in
“Judea and Samaria” as the central political objective and presents Jewish settlement as a
strategic national value. Furthermore, the platform explicitly states: “The State of Israel is
a Jewish country, the one and only home of the Jewish people, and the initial modern-day
embodiment of prophecies spoken long ago. During our long years of exile, we always
yearned to return to the land of our fathers. [...] We yearned for our homeland, the place
where our forefathers lived, the land where our ancestors journeyed after they left Egypt,
the land where David and Shlomo ruled, the place that they aspired toward, dreamed of,
and pined for.”® and that “[t]he Torah establishes that the Land of Israel belongs to the
Jewish people.” As chairman of the party and principal representative of its political pro-
gram, Smotrich is therefore not merely associated with these issues but serves as one of
their foremost political advocates.

The study is deliberately bound to the period of 2021 to 2025, corresponding to a
phase of political consolidation, party restructuring, internal role changes and increased
institutional influence. At the same time, it must be acknowledged that this period is marked
by ongoing political developments, some of which remain unresolved at the time of writing.
While such dynamics do shape the articulation and reception of territorial claims, the anal-
ysis does not aim to provide a definitive account of their long-term impact.

A final terminological clarification concerns references to Jewish scripture.
Throughout the thesis, the terms Hebrew Bible (Tanakh), Torah, and, where appropriate,
Old Testament appear. While these terms are occasionally used interchangeably in aca-
demic and political discourse, they do not refer to identical textual corpora. The Torah’
refers specifically to the Five Books of Moses, whereas the Hebrew Bible (Tanakh)® en-

compasses the broader collection of Jewish sacred texts. References to the Old Testament

2 The Religious Zionism Party Led by Bezalel Smotrich, “Settlement and Sovereignty,” ZionutDatit (Reli-
gious Zionism Party), https://zionutdatit.org.il/en/party-platform/.

3 The Religious Zionism Party Led by Bezalel Smotrich, “Jewish Identity,” ZionutDatit (Religious Zionism
Party), https://zionutdatit.org.il/en/party-platform/.

4 The Religious Zionism Party Led by Bezalel Smotrich, “Settlement and Sovereignty.”

5 Encyclopedia Britannica, “Torah,” in Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Torah.

¢ Encyclopedia Britannica, “Hebrew Bible,” in Britannica, https://www britannica.com/topic/Hebrew-Bible.



are retained when employed by cited authors. Where political actors themselves use the

term Torah in a rhetorical sense, the original terminology is preserved.

2.2. Research Question Rationale

The research question is structured in such way to investigate the relationship be-
tween ideological positioning and institutional discourse. It remains as an open empirical
question whether, to what extent, and through which rhetorical mechanisms, Smotrich’s
theological discourse is reflected in formal parliamentary speech. The formulation deliber-
ately avoids assuming a direct relationship between religious identity and discursive prac-
tice.

The focus on parliamentary discourse is particularly significant because Knesset
plenary sessions constitute the most formal arena of political communication and institu-
tional visibility in which arguments are put forward, articulated, defended, and even con-
tested. Unlike media appearance for example, parliamentary speeches provide direct insight
into how political actors justify their position within an institutional setting shaped by pro-
cedures, accountability, and public scrutiny. Examining such discourse allows for an as-
sessment not only of an actor’s ideological commitments, but of the way in which those

commitments are truly translated into practice.

2.3. Sub-Questions
To facilitate a systematic examination, the principal research question is comple-

mented by a series of analytical sub-questions, as follows:

1. How prominent is the explicit term “Promised Land” relative to alternative theo-
logical and/or biblical expressions and references?

2. To what extent are expressions and references associated with the “Promised Land”
narrative present within Bezalel Smotrich’s parliamentary discourse between 2021
and 2025, and how does their frequency vary over time?

3. In which political contexts (e.g. territorial, security, financial) does the “Promised
Land” narrative and associated expressions appear when invoked by Bezalel Smo-
trich?

4. To what extent does the deployment of the “Promised Land” narrative and associ-
ated expressions differ between Bezalel Smotrich and Zvi Yedidya Sukkot within

Knesset plenary discourse?



First, the sub-questions examine the relative prominence of the explicit term “Prom-
ised Land” in comparison to alternative theological and/or biblical expressions that convey
a similar narrative. Second, they facilitate an assessment of the frequency and temporal
distribution of such references, identifying patterns of continuity, variation, or rupture
across the period under examination. Third, the sub-questions introduce a limited compar-
ative dimension through the inclusion of Zvi Yedidya Sukkot, allowing for an evaluation
of similarities and differences in the deployment of narratives. Finally, the analysis exam-
ines potential shifts in Smotrich’s own discourse following his transition from Member of
Knesset to Finance Minister. Collectively speaking, these sub-questions contribute to a
deeper and more involved understanding of the extent and manner in which the “Promised

Land” narrative is mobilized within contemporary Israeli parliamentary discourse.

Chapter 3: Literature Review

3. 1. The Illusion of Separation: Religion and Politics

The difficult and strained relationship between religion and International Relations
(IR) has long been shaped by a disciplinary tendency of treating religion as a secondary,
inconvenient relic of the past. Regardless of the fact that religion has been accredited for
influencing politics over the centuries, Prasad writes that “[it] finds little mention in main-
stream international relations (IR) theories [...] occupying the margins of the discipline.”’
Fox addresses the problem directly, noting that “the most influential explanation [...] have
their origin in the rejection of religion”® and “tends to be addressed within the context of
some other category as institutions, organizations, society, civilizations, or terrorism.” In
a similar way, Adams observes that religion has been outsourced — “located outside depart-
ments of religion”!* — the field of religion-international relations emerged because the main
canonical works of IR had failed to take religion seriously with scholars increasingly rec-
ognizing the omission as a problem for the discipline itself.

Perhaps the most corrosive element for this marginalization is owed to the secular

foundations of modern political science, and by extension, of IR. Fox!! explains that the

7 Shubha Kamala Prasad, “The Marginalisation of Religion in International Relations: Deconstructing Secular
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social sciences were formed within an intellectual tradition that favored rational explana-
tions in place of religious ones, and that leading thinkers such as Voltaire, Comte, Durk-
heim, Weber, and Marx regarded religion as a declining force destined to lose all relevance
in modernity. Prasad'? argues that IR is inherently a Western discipline and the exclusion
of religion from the field is largely absent from non-Western places. Prasad" further ex-
plains that this drift can be traced to Enlightenment assumptions in which science, ration-
ality, and secular state authority would replace religion as sources of order and legitimacy
— “the separation of the Church and the State.” Fox & Sandler'* similarly argue that the IR
developed as a “microcosm of the Western social sciences”, reproducing the same expec-
tation that religion would recede as modernization advanced.

This secular bias was reinforced by the historical development of the modern inter-
national order. Prasad'® emphasizes that the Peace of Westphalia (1648) is commonly seen
as the turning point at which the sovereign territorial state devoided of faith became the
legitimate center of political authority. Philpott states that “the most thorough form of sec-
ularization is the erosion of subjective belief in an ultimate ground of existence, a deity,
God.”'® According to Philpott!’, the “Westphalian synthesis” detached religion through sov-
ereignty, non-intervention, the reduction of “ecclesiastical temporal authorities”, and the
relocation of religion away from the core purpose of the state. Aligning with Prasad and
Philpott, Thomas'® calls this the “Westphalian presumption” in IR — the assumption that
“Religion must be disciplined by the state — privatized, marginalized, and nationalized as
form of order and social cohesion, or [it] must be overcome[d]”.

Yet the literature also shows that this secular narrative is neither neutral nor univer-

sal. Hurd" argues that secularism is itself a form of political authority rather than a simple
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absence of religion. In Hurd’s formulation, secularism “identifies something called ‘reli-
gion’ and separates it from the ‘secular’ domains of the state, the economy and science.”?
More importantly, Hurd insists that “[t]he creation of the category of ‘religion’ and its de-
marcation from ‘politics’ is a highly politicized decision.””" The scholar’s point is crucial
for IR because it shifts the analysis away from asking why religion intrudes into politics
and toward asking how and why modern Western thought produced the religion/politics
division in the first place. Hurd? further shows that secular discourse tends to define reli-
gion as the site of “intolerance” and “violence”, thereby presenting the secular as naturally
associated with “rationality”, “public order”, and “democra[cy].”
The book The Ambivalence of the Sacred (2000)* authored by Appleby strengthens this
critique by showing how thoroughly cemented is the suspicion of religion. Appleby notes
that “the sheer mass of incidents and reports of [...] dramatic events and misdeeds by reli-
gious actors reinforces the conventional wisdom that religious fervor [...] inevitably ex-
presses itself in violence and intolerance.””* This is an important point because it reveals
that religion is not merely omitted, but pre-classified as something threatening in the first
place. At the same time, Appleby’s* broader argument is that religion is fundamentally
ambivalent; the same traditions that can legitimate bloodshed can also motivate righteous-
ness. In that sense, religion cannot be reduced either to a private belief system or to a source
of conflict alone.

The failure of secular expectations became especially visible in the late 20 century.
In the book The Global Resurgence of Religion and the Transformation of International
Relations (2005), Thomas argues that three events in particular exposed the inadequacy of
secular IR frameworks, particularly two relevant to this study — the Iranian Revolution and
the attacks of 11 September 2001.2¢ These events demonstrated that religion had not disap-
peared from world politics and that its political force had been underestimated both by
scholars and policymakers alike. Regarding Iran and 11 September 2001, Thomas writes
that “[t]he Islamic Revolution is one of the most vivid examples of how the impact of cul-

ture and religion was ignored or marginalized in the study of international relations.”?” and
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that “even after these horrific [September] events there is still refusal to take culture and
religion seriously.”” Fox & Sandler likewise argue that the West was unprepared for the
“religious phenomena [...] in the heart of the Western world”* and for the centrality of
religion as a whole in events such as Iran, Al-Qaeda or the Al-Agsa Intifada.’* Both scholars
emphasize that these development clearly revealed that “no understanding of international
relations can be complete without bringing religion into the discipline.”' Adams, reviewing
the field retrospectively while drawing on Fox & Sandler, identifies both aforementioned
cases as decisive ones through which religion and IR took shape as a subfield and as evi-
dence that the neglect of religion in IR could no longer be sustained.*

What followed was not the disappearance of religion but its return to visibility in public
and global life. In the book God’s Century (2011), Toft, Philpott, and Shah explicitly argue
that “religion’s influence on politics has reversed its decline and become more powerful on
every continent and across every major world religion.”* Moreover, if once religion was
encapsulated only to homes and divine places, now it has exposed itself and “its influence
in parliaments, presidential palaces, lobbyist’s offices.”** This resurgence has not occurred
against modernity, but in spite of modernity with the assistance of forces such as globali-
zation making it capable of adapting to survive.

At the analytical level, Fox & Sandler define religion not through one rigid essence
but through its effects; it influences how people think, constitutes an aspect of identity,
provides a source of legitimacy, and is associated with institutions which shape political
behavior.* Fox’s earlier article makes similar points by showing how religion affects nearly
every sector of international politics including “attitudes toward war and peace.”* These
scholarly formulations are very important because they move beyond the reductive ques-
tion of whether religion causes international events on its own.

The most convincing conclusion from this set of literature is therefore not that reli-

gion has simply returned as though it had ever truly vanished, but that the discipline of IR
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is slowly correcting a longstanding distortion of reality. The field has been shaped by West-
ern assumptions that became universalized despite not being universally valid. The divide
between religion and politics is itself political, and religion must be brought into IR if the
goal is to understand international reality consciously. Religion is not to be taken as an
optional add-on when suitable, but as a resolute dimension of international politics in the

21% century.

3.2. The Conversion of Faith Into Ideology: Religious Zionism

Religious Zionism emerged from a basic tension at the heart of modern Jewish un-
derstanding. Zionism arose as a modern nationalist response to the “Jewish question”, yet
much of traditional Judaism had understood redemption not as a political project but as a
divinely ordained, messianic transformation of history. In The Jewish State (1896), The-
odor Herzl — the father of modern political Zionism — framed the issue in contemporary
political terms and treated statehood as the practical answer to antisemitism, statelessness,
and freedom, rather than as a standalone theological event.?’

This tension is captured sharply by Ravitzky**, who contrasts the traditional messi-
anic ideal with the partial, historical reality produced by Zionism. Ravitzky writes that the
classical messianic “demand” that acted as a form of sustenance for hundreds of years, was
the day when “the entire Jewish people [...] would reassemble as one in an undivided Land
of Israel [...] for its redemption would bring about the redemption of the world as a
whole.””?* Against this absolute vision, Zionism produced what he calls a “partial, concrete
salvation in there and now”*, thereby forcing Jewish thought to confront whether such an
imperfect historical achievement could count as redemption at all in the first place. What
is especially significant in Ravitzky’s work is how Zionism is framed as a fundamental
ideological dilemma, posing two competing interpretations of its meaning. On the one
hand, it may be understood as a rupture with traditional Judaism — “an abandonment of the
Torah”*! in favor of a secular framework in which political and worldly concerns displace
spiritual ones. On the other hand, Zionism can be interpreted as a form of return; a renewed
connection to Jewish origins expressed through national revival, which may ultimately lead

to a deeper religious and spiritual renewal. From this perspective, the establishment of the
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Jewish state represents not the desired endpoint but part of a broader redemptive process.
Writing with the benefit of historical hindsight, Ravitzky suggests that the development of
the State of Israel allows for a reassessment of these opposing visions. Hence, Religious
Zionism emerged as a modern political project of Zionism re-read through the lens of reli-
gion.

In its early form, however, Religious Zionism was not yet the militant, settlement-
centered ideology with which it is associated today. Don-Yehiya argue that “early religious
Zionism contained messianic as well as pragmatic elements [...] manifested in the fact that
the forerunners [...] firmly rejected any use of force in the implementation of their ideas
[...] carried out only with the permission of the gentile rulers of European countries and
the Ottoman Sultan.”*> Don-Yehiya also notes that in the pre-state period the “dominant
ideology of Religious Zionism was characterized by a moderate messianic stance"#, apply-
ing the idea of ‘atchalta degeulah’ — the “beginning of redemption”* — to events such as
the “Balfour declaration, Jewish immigration to the Land of Israel, and the growth of Jew-
ish settlements in the Land.”* but without yet producing a fully radical political program.
This matters because it prevents the flattening of Religious Zionism into a single continu-
ous line from its birth to post-1967 maximalism.

Katsman likewise stresses that the earlier movement is best understood through
what it is called the “ideological narrative”* of Religious Zionism — a pragmatic movement
that tried to live according to the “Orthodox Halakhic code”¥ while fully participating in
the Zionist national project. Only later in 1967, it underwent a theological, political, and
cultural revolution.* In his famous formulation, Yosef Burg’s answer to whether Judaism
or Zionism mattered more was “the hyphen” in Religious-Zionism.* That phrase captures
perfectly the central doctrinal fact — it was built not on abandoning either side but on insist-
ing that religion and nationalism could be held together, inseparably.

This early synthesis did not emerge from nowhere; one of its neglected roots lies in

the 19™ century proto-Zionist thought. According to Herschkowitz, Rabbi ZH Kalisher’s
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framework of achieving the desired redemption stemmed from the belief of “two parallel
forces [...] an earthly rebuilding of the land [...] and the renewal of Temple worship to
stimulate Divine intervention.”® However, the return of the land was not enough by itself
as sacrifices and Temple worship were also part of the redemptive process. As Herschko-
witz argues, although no biblical sources could support Kalisher’s belief, the latter managed
to secure the support of two major rabbinic scholars facilitating the wider circulation of his
ideas among expanding rabbinic circles.”' The larger point is important. Temple-oriented
activism in the ideological movement is not some late aberration but has roots in earlier
religious Zionist discourse. In a similar manner, Inbari’s study of the Temple Mount — “the
most sacred side of Judaism™? — shows that one stream increasingly linked the sanctity of
the state and the land to activism around the Temple, especially after the 1996 Yesha Rabbis
ruling that encourage Jewish ascent to the site.* Together, Herschkowitz and Inbari prove
that Religious Zionism’s doctrinal foundations were never limited to generic support for
mere Jewish sovereignty but from early on, some of its currents carried a much denser
theology of sacred space, ritual preservation, and historical acceleration.

The theological consolidation of Religious Zionism is indivisible and cannot be ex-
plained without the Kookian tradition. In the book Messianism, Zionism, and Jewish Reli-
gious Radicalism (1996)%, Ravitzky devotes the majority of the work to describe and un-
derstand Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook’s life, growing influence and committed belief sys-
tem. Ravitzky describes how Kook and his followers treated the entire Zionist process as
messianic history unfolding in concrete political form. Around 1920, Kook authored an
essay titled The State of Israel claiming as possessing “messianic, metaphysical standards
to live up to [...] the pedestal of God’s throne in this world.”> Kook went further, writing
in a letter to the Mizrachi movement that “[t]he source of Zionism is the most supreme
source of holiness, the Bible.”® Accordingly, the state becomes inseparable from notions
of biblical authority and holiness, positioning it in direct tension with secularist tendencies
within Zionism. The political and the religious are not distinct spheres; rather what this

means is that the state is holy in itself.
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Beyond the simple discussion of religion and nationalism, Yadgar & Hadad®’ argue that
Religious Zionism is best understood as a “political theology” in which statehood and all
attributing elements are sacralized, essentially nationalizing religion. In their words, this
framework “re-interprets and constructs major elements of Jewish tradition” so that they
become subservient to the political theology of the nation state and “patriotism does not
contradict theology: rather, it is in itself the essence of this theology.”*

The Six-Day War of 1967 was the tipping point which transformed the theological
structure, still somewhat powerless, into the mass political force it became later. Don-
Yehiya is explicit that although 1967 did not create Religious Zionist messianism out of
nothing, it made previously marginal ideas politically influential. In turn, enabling Kook
and his loyal disciples to spread them broadly, linking them to settlement activism and
educational institutions® — “this imposes on the Jews the holy duty to take an active part in
the messianic project by striving to attain Jewish rules on all territories of the Land of Israel
that were still under foreign rule.”® Peled similarly argues the importance of 1967 and the
younger generation’s newly founded inspiration “to move from the back of the driver’s seat
to the driver’s seat of Israeli society.”®!, motivated by a vision of a “Torah state”® essen-
tially fusing nationalism and religion. Here, faith becomes ideology in the strongest sense
as it no longer only interprets politics, it claims jurisdiction over the latter.

This transformation also changed the place of land in Religious Zionism thought. Sagi
identifies messianism as the “original foundational myth”, but explains that this myth was
historically reworked so that the Zionist return to the land became “an awakening below”
that would trigger the divine “awakening above.”® In that scheme, the Land of Israel is not
simply the historical homeland but “the place of redemption”, even “the axis mundi”, with-
out which Jewish existence remains incomplete.** What this means is that land is not only

owned, inhabited, or defended; it is metaphysically charged.
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Religious Zionism does not only sacralize high politics; it sacralizes everyday productive
activity when the latter is tied to the land itself and working on this land. Mashiach’s study
of Rabbi Yaakov Moshe Harlap explains this by showing how ordinary labor is incorpo-
rated in redemption — “part of perfecting the Land of Israel”.®

When state policy deviates from territorial-messianic expectation, the crisis is not
merely political but theological. This tension has major implications for Israeli public life.
Lehmann argues that religious interests and ideologies have found “substantial niches in
the legal system, in education, in the army and in the West Bank settlements”, contributing
to a situation in which the secular state has been eroded.®® Hermann likewise notes that the
Religious Zionism Sector (RZS) has moved “from the margins to the center of Israeli soci-
ety and politics” and that members of this sector now hold top positions, from academia to
politics.” Peled goes further and argues that Religious Zionism has been gradually supply-
ing the “givens” of the dominant worldview in Jewish Israeli culture®, essentially turning
away from mere sectoral ideology to a consolidated hegemonic project of power.

Religious Zionism thus emerges as a form of political theology in which the modern
nation-state is sacralized and integrated into a redemptive framework. The “State of Israel”
is not merely a political entity but is understood as imbued with holiness, while the land
itself carries metaphysical significance as the site of salvation. In this way, the distinction
between religion and politics collapses, as national activity becomes a driving vehicle for

divine purpose.

3.3. The Negotiation of Power: Religion and Politics in Israel
The liaison between religion and politics in Israel is neither linear, not can be re-
duced to a simple opposition between the secular state and the religious actors pressing
from its margins. Rather, religion has been constitutive of Israeli politics from the outset,
though its role, mode of expression, and significance have shifted over the decades. The
historical trajectory that emerges from the following literature moves from early institu-
tional accommodation, to the consolidation of religion as a cleavage within electoral poli-

tics and finally to its contemporary ascent and fragmentation of Religious Zionism as a
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major ideological force. Treating religion as having simply returned would be an under-
statement of its weight. Rather, religion has been gradually restructured and shifted from
being managed by the state to helping define the state’s political and most importantly ter-
ritorial horizons.

The first phase is rooted in state configuration. Lehmann shows that Israel’s archi-
tects were “predominantly secular social democrats” who nevertheless managed to strike a
deal by entering into an early agreement with ultra-Orthodox leadership that carved out
durable religious enclaves within the state itself.® For example, agreements extended be-
yond formal legal provisions by granting Torah students exemption from military service
and providing them with financial support to pursue full-time religious study, even after
marriage and up to the age of forty.” For Lehmann, the core question is the relationship
between state regulation of religion and the extent to which religion shapes state authority.
Over time, religious authority weaved itself into law and education, while the concept of
“citizenship” gradually eroded.” Similarly, Yonah™ argues that Israel’s political stability
cannot be understood simply by labeling it a democracy, but must be assessed in terms of
its legitimacy across different ethnic groups. The article highlights that the state’s strong
identification, exclusively with Judaism and the continued influence of religion in laws and
policies, undermines liberal neutrality, creating inner state tensions conflicting with the
principles of democracy. Yonah reaches a parallel conclusion, asserting that Israel’s polit-
ical order is only partly legitimate, particularly for non-Jewish citizens weaking the state’s
long-term stability and credibility. In other words, early Israeli politics did not separate
religion from the state; it designed and gave precedence to a specific environment of be-
longing.
These early institutional arrangements also help explain why the land — treated as nothing
short of paramount — became such a central nucleus between religion, nationalism, and
politics. Yonah & Saporta argue that in a “settler society”” such as Israel, land and housing
are never merely administrative issues — they are bound to the “construction of citizenship

and national identity.”’* The scholars’ claim that Zionism elevated land redemption into
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“an 1dyllic process”” is crucial because it shows how territorial politics are sacral and
largely distant from bargaining. Yoseph Weiz stated the following: “What was clear to us
since the inception of Zionism is that without land no state can endure, even not for one
hour. Our existence, our life and our struggle are entirely grounded in this principle: the
land that is under [our] feet.”’® This territorial logic would later become indispensable to
Religious Zionism. In that sense, messianic territorial beliefs radicalized an already existing
political grammar rather than inventing it from scratch.

The second phase begins with the reconfiguration of the party system and the crys-
tallization of identity from the late 1960s onward. In a 1999 work, Shamir & Arian”” demon-
strate that Israel diverged from the broader Western pattern in which social cleavages weak-
ened over time. In Israel, in 1966, issue voting increased, but social cleavages did not recede
accordingly because the major issues on the agenda were themselves identity driven.” As
Shamir & Arian put it, Israeli politics increasingly revolved around “collective identity di-
lemmas””, particularly external ones concerning borders, and internal ones concerning
“Who is a Jew? What is an Israeli? What is the role of religion? What is the basis of citi-
zenship?”* In a later 2002 work — The Elections in Israel 1999%' - Shamir & Arian demon-
strate that religion and ethnicity continued to structure political competition, with voters
often supporting parties that represented their communal identities. The success of religious
parties, most notably Shas, which expanded its representation significantly and the simul-
taneous rise of explicitly secular parties highlight how the religious-secular divide became
a central axis of politics.

The literature on Israeli electoral-system is important in order to understand both
inner division and inner unity. Rahat & Hazan®? show that Israel’s electoral system was

designed as an exceptionally proportional one from the beginning — “a single nationwide
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district”, “rigid closed lists™, and traditionally “low thresholds” created broad representa-
tion but also chronic fragmentation. Rosenthal® extends that logic by showing that frag-
mentation became an almost defining feature of Israeli politics, even while prime ministers
themselves could remain relatively stable. The scholar’s analysis is useful as it explains
how a highly fragmented parliamentary arena can still allow certain ideological sectors
such as religious ones to exercise influence disproportional to their demographic weight.

The turning point that most of the literature always identifies is the 1967 War. Peled,
as many others, argue that the Six-Day War generated a profound “legitimacy crisis” which
would later be exacerbated by the 1973 Yom Kippur War.** The dilemmas of territorial
control, Palestinian dispossession, and the sacrifices demanded by Zionism became in-
creasingly difficult to justify through older “survivalist arguments [...] especially for the
younger generations.”®S It was in this context that Religious Zionism moved from being a
secondary partner to a central ideological challenger. As Peled argues, the process of
“hadata” (religionization) did not simply reflect a rise in religiosity, but rather a growth of
Religious-Zionist hegemony within Israeli public discourse.

Seen in historical perspective, three interrelated developments stand out. First, reli-
gion was embedded within the institutional foundations of the state from its inception, ra-
ther than added at a later stage. Second, evolving electoral dynamics and identity cleavages
made religion increasingly central to political competition, particularly as questions of ter-
ritory and citizenship moved to the forefront. Third, following the 1967 War, Religious
Zionism transformed territorial nationalism into an aspirational hegemonic project, ori-
ented less toward compromise than toward shaping the direction of the state itself. It is
precisely this shift that opens the way for understanding how territorial claims came to be
framed not only in strategic or political terms, but as part of a broader ideological vision

rooted in the idea of the promised land.

3.4. The Sacred and the Political: Insights from Political Theology
At its core, political theology interrogates the relationship between theological concepts

and modern political authority. The foundational premise of the theory is most famously

8 Maoz Rosenthal, “Israel’s Electoral System and Political Instability: Electoral Fragmentation, Party Unity
and the Prime Ministers’ Political Leadership,” in Routledge Handbook on Elections in the Middle East and
North Africa, 1st ed. (Routledge, 2023), https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003185628.
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articulated by the seminal work of Carl Schmitt®* titled Political Theology.: Four Chapters
on the Concept of Sovereignty (1922). Schmitt argues that modern political concepts are
not autonomous or purely secular in nature but historically driven and derived from a the-
ological background. As Schmitt writes: “All significant concepts of the modern theory of
the state are secularized theological concepts [...] transferred from theology to the state
[...] because of their systematic structure, the recognition of which is necessary for a soci-
ological consideration of these concepts.”” Essentially, this claim directly challenges the
conventional assumption by many, that modern politics has transcended religion. Instead,
it suggests that political authority has retained a pious grammar even in seemingly secular
contexts.

Schmitt’s most influential contribution lies in his conceptualization and understanding of
‘sovereignty’; defining the ‘sovereign’ as “he who decides on the exception.”®® This defi-
nition shifts the focus from formal legal norms to the precise moment of decision-making,
particularly in situations where existing rules are suspended (e.g. war). Both sovereignty
and the sovereign are revealed precisely when the normal legal order (routine) is disrupted.
Furthermore, Schmitt writes: “The exception to jurisprudence is analogous to the miracle
in theology.”® What this means is that just as a miracle suspends the ordinary laws of na-
ture, thereby revealing the presence and authority of God, the state of exception suspends
the normal legal order, revealing in turn the power of decision-making by the sovereign.
According to Schmitt, political systems, even those that claim to be exclusively secular and
rule-based, ultimately depend on decisions that cannot be fully codified. As Schmitt em-
phasizes: “all law is situational law”*°, meaning that legal and political orders are contingent
upon context and subjective interpretation and that “rule is of men and not of law [...] [and]
to pretend [...] is to lose the human element in and of our world.”*' This insight is central
to the present thesis, as it underscores that political authority transcends beyond rationality

into symbolism.

8 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, trans. George Schwab
(1922; 1st ed., The University of Chicago Press, 2006).
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9 Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, 9.

o1 Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, 9.

21



Giorgio Agamben®?, Paul W. Kahn®, and Mikkel Flohr* represent three distinct yet
analytically interconnected extensions that remain firmly anchored in the Schmittian tradi-
tion. Rather than introducing theoretically disparate approaches, each address a different
dimension of the same conceptual core. This continuity is particularly important, clearly
showing that Schmitt’s political theology has not been rendered obsolete as time passed.
Instead, it remains a living framework which is continuously revisited, adapted, extended,
and even criticized by scholars across different periods and backgrounds — Agamben
(2008), Kahn (2011), and Flohr (2025).

In Kahn’s work Political Theology: Four New Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty
(2011), almost ninety years after Schmitt, the author extends the understanding of political
theology by shifting the analytical focus from the moment of sovereign decision to the
structures of meaning and belief that sustain political order. Drawing explicitly on
Schmitt’s claim that political concepts are rooted in theological bedrocks, Kahn argues that
“Political theology [...] helps us recognize that our political practices remain embedded in
forms of belief and practice that touch upon the sacred.”* Kahn reintroduces concepts such
as “faith, sacrifice, the sacred”* usually omitted from generic political theories, emphasiz-
ing religion’s neglect. Furthermore, Kahn argues that politics equals the “organization of
everyday life founded on the imagination of the sacred.””” These statements collectively
suggests that politics cannot be reduced to a purely rational or institutional system, rather
it 1s sustained by symbolic and affective structures that render authority meaningful and
legitimate.

By contrast, Agamben’s work State of Exception (2008) radicalizes Schmitt’s concept
of “the state of exception” by tracing its transformation in modern governance - from a
temporary mechanism to a permanent governing model. While Schmitt conceptualizes the
exception as a moment in which sovereign power reveals itself through the suspension of
law, Agamben demonstrates what happens when this distinction collapses, when the sus-
pension of law becomes normalized and embedded within the order itself. Exception no

longer appears an extraordinary phenomenon but as a permanent governing technique.

92 Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception, trans. Kevin Attell (University of Chicago Press, 2008).
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Recent scholarship further reinforces the need to treat these developments as intercon-
nected rather than conceptually distinct. Flohr’s article on Political Theology: Origins,
Concepts, and Contradictions (2025), represents one of the most conceptually clarifying,
modern, engagements with the theory. Flohr dismantles and reconstructs Schmitt’s foun-
dational claims, demonstrating that what is often treated as a coherent theory is, in fact,
composed of three distinct conceptual strands.”® Political theology as “transfer” (i.e. the
historical migration of theological concepts into political theory), as “correspondence” (i.e.
the structural parallels between theology and political order), and as “decisionism” (i.e. the
normative doctrine of sovereign authority).”

Taken together, these contributions demonstrate that political theology provides valua-
ble insights into the relationship between religious belief, political authority, and the pro-

cesses through which sacred ideas acquire political significance.

3.5. The Claim: A “Promised Land”

3.51 Biblical Origins

The concept of the “Promised Land” is first mentioned in the Book of Genesis, the first
book of the Torah. According to scripture, God had made the following promises to Abram,

recorded in the following verses of Genesis:

Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your fa-
ther’s house to the land that I will show you.” — Genesis 12:1 NRSV 1%

Then the Lord appeared to Abram, and said, “To your offspring I will give this land.”
— Genesis 12:4 NSRV'"!

Then God repeated the promise to Abram:

The Lord said to Abram, after Lot had separated from him, “Raise your eyes now, and

look from the place where you are, northward and southward and eastward and west-

ward,; for all the land that you see I will give to you and to your offspring forever.” —
Genesis 13:14 NSRV'?

Later in “God’s Covenant with Abram”, Genesis 15:17 sets out an account of God’s gift
to Abram - the land, defined by its borders:
On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, “To your descendants I

give this land, from the river Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates, the land of
the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim,

% Flohr, “Political Theology: Origins, Concepts, and Contradictions,” 1-2.

% Flohr, “Political Theology: Origins, Concepts, and Contradictions,” 11.

190 Holy Bible, New Revised Standard Version (American Bible Society, n.d.).
11 Holy Bible.
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the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites.” — Genesis 15:17
NRSV103

These promises were given prior to the birth of Abram’s children. God’s further promise

was given to Abraham'™ when he was “ninety-nine years old”, after his first son Ishmael

had been born:

And I will give to you, and to your offspring after you, the land where you are now an
alien, all the land of Canaan, for a perpetual holding; and I will be their God.” —
Gensis 17:1 NSRV'%

Later, God appeared to Abraham’s son Isaac, reconfirming the promise once made:

“Do not go down to Egypt; settle in the land that I shall show you. Reside in this land
as an alien, and I will be with you, and will bless you, for you and to your descend-
ants I will give all these lands, and I will fulfill the oath that I swore to your father

Abraham.” — Genesis 26:1 NSRV'%

Isaac reconfirms the promise to 4is own son — Jacob, later renamed “Israel”:
May he give you the blessing of Abraham, to you and to your offspring with you, so
that you may take possession of the land where you now live as an alien — land that
God gave to Abraham — Genesis 28:1 NSRV'"
“You shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel, for you have striven with God and
with humans, and have prevailed.” — Genesis 32:22 NSRV!%
In the Book of Exodus, God speaks to Moses at the Burning Bush:
Indeed, I know their sufferings, and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyp-

tians, and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing
with milk and honey — Exodus 3:7 NSRV'"

The passage of Exodus 23:1-19 is a collection of laws and covenant instructions, moving

through themes of justice, mercy, holiness, Sabbath rest, and covenant faithfulness. It con-

nects the promise of the land with ethical living where the laws are not presented as random

moral teachings but part of the covenant conditions for Israel’s life in the land God is giving

them.

In the Book of Deuteronomy, passage 1.6 presents the occupation of the land as God’s

fulfillment of the promise once made:

13 Tbid.

104 In Genesis 17:1 (NRSV), God changes Abram’s name to Abraham, signifying his covenantal role as “the

ancestor of a multitude of nations.”
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“See, I have set the land before you,; go and take possession of the land that I swore to
your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give to them and their descend-
ants after them.” — Deuteronomy 1:6 NRSV!!

Moreover, God might give the Israelites additional land reflecting the boundaries of the
original promise only if they obeyed to the covenant:

If the Lord your God enlarges your territory, as he swore to your ancestors — and he

will give you all the land that he promised your ancestors to give to you provided you

diligently observe this entire commandment that I will command you today, by loving
the Lord your God and walking always in his ways. — Deuteronomy 19:8

You must not move your neighbor’s boundary marker, set up by former generations,
on the property that will be allotted to you in the land that the Lord your God is giving
you to possess. — Deuteronomy 19:14

Although the notion commonly referred to as the “Promised Land” occupies a cen-
tral place in both religious and political discourse, it is important to clarify that the term
itself does not appear verbatim in the Torah. Rather, the biblical corpus contains a series of
covenantal passages in which God pledges the land to Abraham, his descendants, and sub-
sequently to the Israelites through Moses. The modern expression “Promised Land” there-
fore constitutes a later interpretative abstraction, derived from these narratives rather than
a direct scriptural designation.

Furthermore, the Torah refers to territorial concepts through formulations such as
“the land of Canaan” and descriptions of divine covenant and inheritance. In this sense,
biblical framing is simultaneously theological and geographical, rather than being termino-
logically fixed. The land is embedded within a range of narratives of divine mandate, con-
quest, and settlement, which, in turn, articulates claims of possession and legitimacy

grounded in divine authority.

3.5.2 Terminological Variations and Transformations

Building directly upon the biblical foundations of the “Promised Land”, the terminol-
ogy used to describe this territory has undergone significant historical and political trans-
formations. What begins in the biblical corpus as a theological and covenantal space grad-
ually evolves into a set of competing geographical and political designations, each carrying
distinct historical, ideological, and legal implications. Terms such as “Eretz Israel”, “Ju-
dea and Samaria”, and later “West Bank” are not neutral descriptors, rather they reflect

shifting frameworks through which land, identity, and legitimacy are constructed.

110 Thid.
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The term “Eretz Yisrael”''' or “Eretz Israel” (translated from Hebrew to English as

“Land of Israel”) first appears in the following passage:
Now there was no smith to be found throughout all the land of Israel — 1 Samuel
13:19 NRSV!12
The term should not be interpreted as a strictly geographical designation, as it signifies the
land associated with the people of Israel, reflecting a relational and identity-based under-
standing rather than fixed territorial boundaries.!'"* This notion appears in the biblical cor-
pus, for instance in Genesis 40:9 NSRV''* — “the land of the Hebrews”, Joshua 11:21
NSRV'S — “the land of the Israelites” and 2 Kings 5:1 NSRV''° — “the land of Israel”. The
broad and more consistent usage of the term developed in later period as the Israelite pres-
ence in the land became more established.!'” Importantly, the term is a “philosophical, the-
ological, and halakhic (Jewish legal) concept and is not the equivalent to the political State
of Israel.”!!®
Parallel to this concept, the term “Judea and Samaria [Area]” is derived from the

biblical regions historically known as “Judaea” and “Samaria” (Greek and Latin Trans-
lations). Both terms appear extensively in the Hebrew Bible, however under their original
Hebrew names — “Yehudah” for Judea and “Shomron” for Samaria.
These regions correspond to the southern and central parts of ancient Israelite territory and
are directly linked to the division of the united monarchy.!" Following the reign of King
David, the kingdom split into the southern Kingdom of Judah and the northern Kingdom
of Israel, centered in Samaria.'? Judaea became the political and religious core of the south-
ern kingdom, associated with Jerusalem and the Davidic dynasty, while Samaria functioned
as the capital of the northern kingdom until its conquest by the Assyrians in 722 BCE.'*!

These historical developments are not merely antiquarian as they form the symbolic infra-

"I The Hebrew term Eretz Yisrael (“Land of Israel”) combines Eretz (“land” or “earth”) and Yisrael (“Israel”)
originally the biblical name given to Jacob (Genesis 32:22 NSRV), and later given to the people descendant
from him.
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structure through which later political claims are articulated. Judaea associated with cove-
nant and Davidic lineage, occupies a central place in Jewish historical memory, while Sa-
maria represents the political fragmentation and religious divergence. Furthermore, in the
1947 United Nations Partition Plan for Palestine Resolution the terminology appears and
is noted by the United Nations — “the boundary of the hill country of Samaria and Judea
starts on the Jordan River.”'?? It shows that biblical terminology was not confined to reli-
gious or ideological discourse but was also recognized and operationalized within interna-
tional diplomatic language at a key moment of territorial delimitation. By refencing explic-
itly “Samaria and Judea”, the UN implicitly acknowledged the historical and geographical
embeddedness of these terms, even while attempting to construct a modern political settle-
ment. This occurrence reinforces the argument that such terminology does occupy a hybrid
space between history, religion, and international politics. The /947 United Nations Parti-
tion Plan did introduce, however, a fundamentally different framework for conceptualizing
territory — one grounded in international law, demographic distribution, and political com-
promise. Although the plan was never fully implemented due to the subsequent conflict of
the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, it marked a decisive shift, laying the groundwork for later ref-
erences such as the “West Bank”.'?3

Following the 1948 War, the territory west of the Jordan River came under Jordanian con-
trol and was designated as the “West Bank” — a term explicitly employed to differentiate it
from Jordan’s “East Bank”.'* However, this changed following the 1967 Six-Day War,
where Israel took control over the “West Bank” and through the military order (no. 187) in
December of the same year the term “Judea and Samaria” began to be used to refer to the
“West Bank”, reflecting the region’s importance in Jewish history.'> This reintroduction
of biblical terminology into modern political discourse represents a critical moment of ter-
minological transformation. By overlaying contemporary territorial control with histori-
cally and religiously charged language it reactivates ancient narratives — “West Bank™ op-
erates within international law and diplomacy, while “Judea and Samaria” invokes theo-

logical legitimacy.
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In this sense, terminological variations and transformations reflect a broader shift
from sacred narrative to political instrumentalization. The usage of terms such as “Prom-
1sed Land”, “Eretz Yisrael”, “Judea and Samaria”, “West Bank” demonstrates that biblical
geography has not disappeared but has instead been reinterpreted and strategically mobi-
lized within modern political discourse. Consequently, terminology itself becomes an ana-
lytical entry point into broader dynamics of political theology, where language functions

as a bridge between ancient covenant and modern sovereignty.

3.53 The Role of Biblical Narratives in Modern Israeli Society

Biblical land narratives remain deeply embedded in Israeli political and cultural dis-
course, functioning as sources of identity, legitimacy, and symbolic continuity. However,
they are continuously reinterpreted within shifting political contexts.

Kimmerling'? argues that biblical land narratives played a central role in the construc-
tion of Zionist nationalism and Israeli identity. According to Kimmerling, Zionism trans-
formed religious memory and biblical mythology into modern political and territorial
claims — “The secular [...] founding fathers and the inventors of modern Jewish national-
ism borrowed the religiously preserved collective memory of the ancient Holy Land, Zion,
as the territorial base for their nation-and state-building efforts.”'?” Kimmerling further ar-
gues that biblical texts and symbols were used to legitimize Zionist settlement in Palestine
both internally and externally — “religious symbols and especially biblical texts, constructed
and reinterpreted as “history”, were considered very useful tool for generating internal and
external legitimacy for the Zionist colonization venture.”'?® Thus, ancient Jewish attach-
ment to the land was reframed as historical evidence supporting modern territorial claims.
In discussing Israeli collective memory more broadly, Kimmerling maintains that history
itself became politicized, writing that in Israel, “collective memory is considered objective
history, and history is a powerful weapon, used both in domestic struggles and external
conflict.”'? The author also highlights how biblical accounts such as Joshua’s conquest of
Canaan or the concept of the “Promised Land” became foundational to Israeli national-
ism'*, arguing that these “semi-historical and semi-mythological occurrences, which oc-

curred 3,000 to 3,500 years ago, are still used and abused in the “historiography” of the
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present struggle over the land of Palestine.”'3! Building on this observation, the frequently
invoked claims of a “3,000-year connection” between the Jewish people and the land can
be understood as a condensed expression. Rather than constituting an independent histori-
cal claim, it operates as a rhetorical shorthand that links contemporary political positions
to an ancient and sacralized past.

Following the 1967 Six-Day War, biblical land narratives acquired renewed political
and ideological significance within Israeli society. Lustick'*? argues that Israel’s capture of
the West Bank and Gaza Strip generated “religious and emotional fervor surrounding the
renewal of contact between Jews and the historical heartland of ancient Judea”'** The war
therefore marked not only a military victory for Israel, but also a symbolic reconnection
with territories associated with biblical Jewish history. According to Lustick, the post-1967
period witnessed the revival of ancient Jewish myths and messianic ideas within modern
Israeli politics. Lustick argues that political and religious figures “used the historic success
of Zionism and the consequences of both the Six Day War and the Yom Kippur War [...]
advancing their own political fortunes and shifting the agenda of Israeli politics from prag-
matism toward redemption.”'** In this sense, the capture of territories associated with bib-
lical lands strengthened beliefs of ongoing redemptive process tied to biblical promises and
restorationist aspirations. Lustick contends that some post-1867 religious-nationalist move-
ments invoked biblical conquest narratives to legitimize violence in the contemporary ter-
ritorial conflict. Noting that the fears over the growing demographic of Arabs within Israel
made “attractive fundamentalist appeals to use Joshua’s destruction and subjugation of the
Canaanites as a model for solving the contemporary “Arab problem.”!3> These narratives
framed the use of force as historically and religiously justified in the struggle to secure
Jewish sovereignty over the land.

In the same vein, Gorenberg'* explains that religious Zionist thinkers, especially Rabbi
Kook (son) and his followers, understood the “Land of Israel” not simply as a territory, but
as a sacred covenantal land inseparable from Jewish redemption. Gorenberg notes that for

Kook, “[t]he world’s redemption depended on the Jews living in the Land of Israel, and
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therefore the return of Jews to their homeland was an expression of God’s will.”'37 Settle-
ment was essentially transformed into a religious obligation tied to fulfilling divine prom-
ises. The events of 1967 intensified these beliefs dramatically, recounting Kook’s emo-
tional rejection of territorial partition, in which he lamented the loss of biblical lands such
as Hebron ad Shekhem (biblical name for Nablus): “They have divided my land [...] every
clod of soil...every region and bit of earth belonging to the Lord’s land. Is it in our hands
to give up even a millimeter?”’'* This presents a language which is profoundly emotional,
spiritual, and most of all — theological. Relinquishing any part of the land was perceived
not simply as an unthinkable political concession, but as a violation of divine promises and

a rupture in the redemption process itself.

3.54 Subsequent Interpretations of the Land: Christianity and Islam

What has been established until now is that the biblical idea of the “Promised Land” is
not merely geographic, it is theological, covenantal, and symbolic. Brueggemann argues
that “[1]and is central, if not the central theme of biblical faith [...] a pursuit of historical
belonging that includes a sense of destiny derived from such belonging.”'* In the Hebrew
biblical narrative, the land is given to Abraham and his descendants as a promise, but also
a responsibility to bare. It was never just about territory; it is that a “land is never simply
physical dirt but is always physical dirt freighted with social meanings derived from his-
torical experience.”'* This is crucial because later Christian and Islamic interpretations do
not simply repeat the territorial logic of the Hebrew Bible; they reframe it through their
own theological structures.

In Chapter 13: Scripture and the Holy Land in The Oxford History of the Holy Land
(2023), Silverstein argues that while the New Testament, and Christian theology more
broadly, engage extensively with the question of the identity and the status of the chosen
people, they display far less clarity and emphasis regarding the notion of a chosen land.'*!
The radical rupture introduced by the New Covenant entailed not only theological but also

practical reorientations.'® In particular, the significance of the Holy Land with its temple-
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centered rituals and land-based legal structures, was increasingly transposed onto a non-
material plane. In this framework, Jerusalem was no longer a terrestrial city but a heavenly
one.'# The New Covenant suggests that it does not constitute a mere renewal of the existing
relationship between God and His people but represents a fundamentally different kind of
covenantal arrangement.'* For early Christians who understood this New Covenant as me-
diated through Jesus, the notion of “Scripture” itself underwent a significant transfor-
mation.'* On the one hand, the relationship to the First Covenant (Hebrew Bible) required
reinterpretation, and on the other hand, new writings recounting the life and teachings of
Jesus, as well as theological reflections of the early Christian community were incorporated
into the scriptural corpus.'* As a result, both scripture and interpretation of land theology
were substantially reconfigured. Silverstein notes that at the same time it would be mis-
leading to suggest that the New Testament entirely abandons the concept of land. The Gos-
pels depict Jesus as deeply embedded within the historical and geographical context of the
Land of Israel — his lineage, ministry, and movements were all closely tied to this space.'¥’
Importantly, the events of Jesus’s death and resurrection also occur within the Holy Land,
reinforcing its enduring symbolic and theological significance.!*® Nevertheless, Silverstein
argues that despite inheriting the Hebrew Bible with its strong emphasis on land, the New
Testament offers relatively limited direct engagement with its theme.'* In this line of view,
Wright in Chapter 12: Praxis, Symbol and Questions: Inside Early Christian Worldviews
in The New Testament and the People of God (1992), contends that the land ceased to op-
erate as the primary marker of geographical identity and the people of God. A shift ex-
plained by the universal composition of the early Christian community, encompassing
Jews, Greeks, and other groups alike, thereby undermining the ideas that any single terri-
tory could hold exclusive religious significance.'** As a result, Wright argues that there is
little evidence from this early period to suggest that Christians sought to define or defend

the notion of a distinct Holy Land.'"!
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In Islam, Muslims believe not only in their own Prophet Muhammad but in the other
prophets of the Hebrew Bible — including Abraham and Moses, and of the New Testament
— Jesus and John the Baptist.'s> Muslims regard Jews and Christians as “People of the Book”
meaning they are part of a religious community that received divine revelation through
prophets in the form of sacred scriptures.'** While Christians understand their revelation as
fulfilling and completing the Old Testament (Hebrew Bible), Muslims hold that the Prophet
Muhammad received God’s final and complete revelation - the original and final expres-
sion of the same divine message revealed to Abraham, Moses, and Jesus.'>* Islam holds the
belief that after God established earlier covenants with Moses and the Jewish people and
later with Jesus and the Christians, the final covenant was made through Muhammad with
the Muslim community.'** In contrast to the Torah and the New Testament, the emergence
of Islam is not situated within the Holy Land as Muhammad’s activity and foundational
narrative of Islam unfolds outside of this territory.'*® As a result, references to the Holy
Land in the Qur’an are limited, appearing only occasionally and typically within retellings
of earlier prophetic stories, rather than as a central theological focus.””” In sum, Islamic
tradition recontextualizes key biblical episodes often relocating them from their original
setting in Canaan to Arabia, thereby shifting geographical and theological center of sacred
history.'s®

In light of the above, Judaism understands the “Promised Land” as a concrete, divinely
granted territory, central to covenant, identity, and historical destiny. Christianity reinter-
prets this land in more universal and spiritual terms, shifting the emphasis from a specific
territory to a broader, non-material conception of belonging. Islam largely decouples reve-
lation from the Holy Land altogether, re-centering sacred history in Arabia and treating the

land as peripheral rather than theologically central.

3. 6. The Literature Gap and Research Positioning
Despite the extensive body of literature addressing the relationship between religion,
nationalism, and politics in Israel, a number of important analytical gaps remain. Existing

scholarship has made significant contributions to understanding the ideological foundations
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of Religious Zionism, the historical development of territorial claims, and the broader role
of religion in shaping Israeli political identity. However, these approaches tend to operate
at a high level of abstraction, focusing primarily on ideological frameworks, historical tra-
jectories, or structural dynamics, while paying relatively limited attention to how such ide-
ological commitments are articulated within concrete institutional settings.

In particular, much of the literature implicitly assumes a correspondence between reli-
gious-ideological positioning and political behavior. Religious Zionism is characterized as
inherently theological, messianic, and territorially maximalist, with the “Promised Land”
narrative often treated as a defining and persistent feature of its worldview. While this char-
acterization is well-supported at the level of doctrine and ideological beliefs, it remains
insufficiently tested at the level of actual political discourse, particularly within formal par-
liamentary environments, for example, in the Knesset.

The first gap is the absence of actor-centered, discourse-based analysis that examines
how individual political actors mobilize religious narratives in practice. Existing studies
rarely move beyond party-level analysis to investigate how specific actors translate ideo-
logical promises and commitments into actual institutional speech. As such, the relation-
ship between ideological identity and rhetorical practice remains underexplored.

The second gap concerns the lack of systematic empirical assessment of religious nar-
rative usage. While scholars have identified the importance of symbolic language, narra-
tives, and historical references, these elements are often discussed in conceptual terms. Few
studies have attempted to systematically operationalize and measure the presence, fre-
quency, and contextual deployment of specific theological narratives within the context of
Religious Zionist parliamentary discourse.

The third gap, and the most crucial one, is that the literature does not sufficiently ad-
dress the potential divergence between ideological branding and institutional discourse.
Political actors associated with strong religious ideologies on the outside, may not neces-
sarily reproduce these in a consistent way within formal settings. This raises an open em-
pirical question that remains largely unaddressed: whether religious narratives function as
central justificatory frameworks, or whether they are selectively employed, marginalized,
or even absent in certain contexts.

Ultimately, the study positions itself at the intersection of religion, politics, and
rhetoric by shifting the focus from ideological assumptions to empirical observations. Ra-
ther than presuming that actors associated with Religious Zionism consistently reproduce

theological narratives, the study investigates the extent to which such narratives are actually
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mobilized within parliamentary discourse and how their usage varies across institutional

contexts.

Chapter 4: Theoretical Framework

4. 1. Political Narratives and Meaning-Making
The contemporary study of political narratives is rooted in the broader narrative

scholarship, particularly in the work of Walter Fisher'>’

and his Narrative Paradigm
(1984). Developed as a concept and response to dominant models of rationality, Fisher
argued that human communication cannot be fully understood through pure rationality and
logic. According to Fisher, human being are best understood as “homo narrans” whose
perception of the surrounding world is structured through narratives rather than though for-
mal argumentation. The scholar argues that people continuously make judgments by draw-
ing upon stories, experiences, values, and culturally embedded understandings. In Fisher’s
formulation of the Narrative Paradigm, the scholar contends that “people are storytell-
ers”1% and that the word itself may be understood as “a set of stories which must be chosen
among to live the good life in a process of continual recreation.”'®' Central to Fisher’s
argument is the idea people rely on what is called “narrative rationality”, a form of ration-
ality that rests upon two interrelated criteria: coherence and fidelity.'®* Coherence concerns
the internal consistency of a story whether its elements fit together in a meaningful and
plausible manner. Fidelity refers to the extent to which a narrative resonates with an indi-
vidual’s lived experiences and values. Fisher argues that people possess an inherent capa-
bility to judge whether stories “ring true” when compared to the narratives they already
accept and experience in their own lives.!®

The significance of Fisher’s contribution extends beyond communication theory.
By challenging the traditional separation between rational argument and narrative expres-
sion, Fisher repositions storytelling as not only a legitimate but influential form of public
reasoning. Narratives are not secondary to facts but central mechanisms of one’s function-

ality. Therefore, political actors do not simply communicate objective facts but they ac-

tively construct interpretations of a reality through narratives that connect to events, values,
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identities, and most of all collective memories in order to create something whole. For the
purpose of this thesis, Fisher’s work provides an important theoretical point of departure.
If Fisher demonstrates why narratives constitute a fundamental mode of human reasoning,
an important question remains: what role do narratives play within political life?

Rejecting the positivist assumption that politics operates within a world of stable
facts, Edelmann'®* argues that “[t]he spectacle constituted by news reporting continuously
constructs and reconstructs social problems, crises, enemies, and leaders and so creates a
succession of threats and reassurances.”'® The scholar rejects the notion of political objects
as fixed entities, instead conceptualizing them as products of interpretation whose signifi-
cance is contingent upon the social context and the interpretive frameworks of those who
perceive them.'*® As further emphasized, “political developments [are treated] as creations
of the publics concerned with them.”'*” If political realities are socially constructed through
symbols and narratives, then concepts such as threats, crises, national interests, and even
leadership cannot be understood solely as objective conditions. The comforting idea that
politics operate on stable, verifiable facts crashes again the idea that what people experience
in their reality is constantly being molded.

While Edelmann focuses on the construction of political reality at the level of dis-
course and representation, Somers'®® extends this argument to the construction of identity
itself. The scholar critiques ‘“categorical” and “essentialist” approaches, arguing instead
that “all of us come to be who we are [...] by being located or locating ourselves [...] in
social narratives rarely of our own making.”'® Identity in this view is not an inherent or
fixed characteristic but emerges through social narratives within which individuals are sit-
uated. People understand themselves through stories that precede them, surround them, and
connect them to communities, histories, and social relationships. Crucially, Somers argues
“it 1s through narrativity that we come to know, understand, and make sense of the social
world”'7° and “that social life is itself storied and that narratives is an ontological condition
of social life.”'"" What the scholar ultimately suggests is more radical than a claim about

discourse. Narratives are not simply tools used to describe existence; they are the means
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through which it becomes intelligible. Social life does not exist as a neutral sequence that
is later interpreted by individuals. Rather, narratives constitute one of the primary mecha-
nisms through which social experiences become intelligible The convergence between
Edelman and Somers is evident in their rejection of fixed meaning and essentialist under-
standings of political and social reality. Together, their works suggest that narratives do not
operate simply as rhetorical devices but as mechanisms through which realities and identi-
ties are produced and reproduced over time.

On the other hand, Sewell'’? provides an explanation as for why narratives remain

’s173 reformulation of “social structure” as the

adaptable across different contexts. Sewell
dynamic interplay between “schemas” (cultural frameworks of meaning) and “resources”
(material and institutional capacities), emphasizes that each simultaneously shapes and is
shaped by the other.!* Sewell critiques deterministic models of structure that reduce actors
to passive subjects, arguing that such approaches “tend to reduce actors to cleverly pro-
grammed automatons.”'” The scholar instead demonstrates that structures are not static but
inherently transformable. Schemas are “transposable”!’® across contexts, resources yield
unpredictable outcomes!”’, and multiple “structures intersect and overlap”'”® in ways that
enable actors to reinterpret meanings and mobilize them for new purposes.

This insight is valuable for understanding the political deployment of narratives. Rather
than functioning as fixed or unchanging frameworks, narratives may be adapted to different
political circumstances while retaining their intrinsic symbolic significance. A single nar-
rative can be invoked across multiple domains of discourse and connected to a variety of
contemporary political issues. Additionally, Sewell’s emphasis on “polysemy (or multi-
plicity of meaning)”'” highlights why meanings remain contested. The same symbolic
forms may acquire different interpretations depending on the context in which they are

deployed, creating opportunities for political actors to strategically frame and reframe nar-
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ratives in support of different objectives. In this sense, power and meaning are closely in-
tertwined: what things mean determine how power operates, and in turn power contributes

to the stabilization and reproduction of those meanings.

4.2. Political Narratives and Historical Continuity

If narratives shape meaning and identity, they also serve as important sources of
political legitimacy. Political actors frequently seek to justify contemporary claims through
appeals to history, collective memory, and continuity tied to a meaningful past.

The historical dimension is most clearly articulated by Hobsbawm & Ranger'®,
who introduce the concept of “invented tradition” referring to “traditions actually invented,
constructed and formally instituted and those emerging in a less easily traceable manner
within a brief [...] period [...] establishing themselves with great rapidity.”'®' and “nor-
mally attempt to establish continuity with a suitable historical past.”'®, even when such
continuity is “largely factious”.’3 Crucially, these traditions are to be understood not as
passive inheritances from the past but active responses to novel political conditions, taking
the form of symbolic practices that aim to weld themselves into reality. In this sense, tradi-
tions function not merely as reflections of history but as mechanisms through which con-
temporary political projects acquire the desired legitimacy and authority. Therefore, refer-
ences to sacred history, collective memory, or ancestral inheritance can be understood as
political narratives capable of legitimizing contemporary claims through their association
with a meaningful and often symbolically charged past. While Hobsbawm & Ranger draw
attention to the political constriction of historical continuity with traditions, their approach
leaves open the question of why certain narratives retain their appeal and stronghold across
generations.

Smith!'®* directs attention to the enduring power of myths, memories, symbols, and
traditions in shaping collective identities. Writing from an ethno-symbolist perspective,
Smith argues that the persistence of collective communities cannot be fully understood

through contemporary political developments alone. What give communities resilience
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over time is the continuous shielding of shared historical memories, myths of origins, sym-
bols, traditions, and attachments to territory.'®> As Smith notes, “Where there are clashing
interpretations of ancestral homelands, and cultural heritages — as for example in [...] Pal-
estine — normal conflicts of interests are turned into cultural wars, and moral and political
crusades replace everyday politics.”!8¢
Central to Smith’s argument is the relationship between identity and memory — “memory,
almost by definition, is integral to cultural identity, and the cultivation of shared memories
is essential to the survival and destiny of such collective identities.”'®” Smith argues that
“what gives nationalism its power are the myths, memories, traditions, symbols of ethnic
heritages and the ways in which a popular /iving past had been, and can be, rediscovered
reinterpreted by modern nationalist intelligentsias [...] modern national identities are re-
constituted in each generation, as the nation becomes more inclusive and as its members
cope with new challenges.”!®® According to Smith, narratives tied to “homeland” possess
exceptional longevity because they connect a community’s present existence to a subjec-
tively perceived ancestral past. Through myths, symbols, and memories, territories trans-
cend geographical spaces and are in turn transformed into repositories of belonging.
Taken together, the works of Hobsbawm & Ranger and Smith, demonstrate that
political narratives derive legitimacy from their ability to connect contemporary political
claims to historical heritages. Whether understood as strategically mobilized traditions or
as expressions of collective culturally embedded memories, narratives provide a means

through which political actors achieve their goals.

4. 3. Theoretical Perspectives: Institutions and Ideology
4. 3.1. Political Discourse, Institutional Context, and Role-Based Behavior
Political narratives do not emerge in a vacuum but they are manufactured, commu-
nicated, disseminated, and contested within institutional environments that shape both what
political actors can say and how they are expected to behave. Political discourse is therefore
closely connected to the institutional settings in which it is articulated. Changes in institu-
tional role may influence not only political action but also the narratives through which

such action is justified, legitimized, and communicated to audiences. Understanding this
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relationship is important when examining whether a politician’s transition from a parlia-
mentary role to executive office affects the content and character of their political narra-
tives.

This relationship is central to Schmidt’s!®’

concept of Discursive Institutionalism
(DI), “a fourth [kind of] institutionalism™'*° which is defined as “the substantive content of
ideas and the interactive processes of discourse in institutional context.”'®! DI was devel-
oped as a response to the limitations of earlier institutionalist approaches (Rational, Histor-
ical, Sociological) that primarily focused on formal rules or structural constraints, instead
highlighting the role of political actors in generating, communicating, and legitimizing
ideas.!”? At the core of DI lies the distinction between ideas and discourse, where ideas
constitute the content of political communication, and discourse refers both to the repre-
sentation of those ideas and to the interactive processes through which they are conveyed.
Schmidt defines discourse as encompassing not only “what is said” but also “who said what
to whom, where, when, how, and why.”!?? Political discourse therefore represents a bridge
between “text”, “structure”, and “agency”’!** through which actors construct meanings, per-
suade audiences, and establish legitimacy.

Schmidt further argues that DI operates at “different levels of abstraction, [...] generaliza-
tions, and [...] objects and logics of explanation.”'®> What this means is that there are dif-
ferent typology of ideas, including “policy ideas” which provide solutions to concrete po-
litical problems; “programmatic ideas” which offer broader frameworks for understanding
political issues; and “philosophical ideas” which reflect deeper beliefs, values, and
worldview but “sit in the ‘background’ as the underlying assumptions which are rarely
contested except in times of crisis.”!® Each of these three aforementioned typologies con-

tain two type of ideas: “cognitive” and “normative”.!®’ Cognitive ideas explain “what is

and what to do” by identifying political problems and proposing solutions.'*® Here, what is
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relevant are the normative ideas which address questions of legitimacy and appropriateness
by defining “what one ought to do.”'* As Schmidt argues in a later work, normative ideas
“attach values to political action and serve to legitimize the policies in a program [...] often
with regard to underlying public philosophies”, meaning through appeals to morality, iden-
tity, and collective understandings of public good.?*® In that sense, theological narratives
can be equated to normative ideas because their persuasive power derives less from tech-
nical policy reasoning than from their ability to connect political claims to broader moral
and religious frameworks.

DI also emphasizes the importance of communication in political life, as Schmidt distin-
guishes between two types of discourse: “coordinative” and communicative”. Coordinative
discourse emerge “among policy actors?’! [...] at the center of policy construction who are
in involved in the creation, elaboration, and justification of policy and programmatic
ideas.””%? Here, the relevant discourse is the communicative one which occurs between
political actors and wider audiences, in which “the agents of change consist [of] [...] polit-
ical leaders, elected officials, party members [...] as they attempt to form mass public opin-

203 and are

ion, engage the public in debates about policies they favor, and win elections
“involved in the presentation, deliberation, and legitimization of political ideas.”?* In this
sense, parliamentary speeches serves as a key arena through which political actors com-
municate and justify their positions and decisions both to the parliamentary audience and
the public audience. As Schmitd argues: “discourse may also exert a causal influence be-
yond what [it] does in representing ideas [...] not just to express one set of actors’ strategic
interests or normative values but also to persuade others of the necessity and/or appropri-
ateness of a given course of action.”?%

While Discursive Institutionalism provides the framework for understanding how
political actors communicate and legitimize ideas through discourse, it offers only a partial

explanation of why particular forms of discourse emerge in certain specific institutional
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contexts. To address this, the following section draws on March & Olsen’s*%® Logic of Ap-
propriateness, which shifts the attention to the content of political narratives to the institu-
tional environments within which political actors operate and the expectations attached to
different political roles.

March & Olsen argue that political behavior cannot be understood solely through
calculations of costs and benefits.?’’ Instead, human action is frequently guided by rules,
identities, and institutional expectations. According to the scholars, actors often follow
rules because they are perceived as “natural, rightful, expected, and legitimate [...]
seek[ing] to fulfill the obligations encapsulated in a role, identity, a membership in a polit-
ical community or group, and the ethos, practices, and expectations of institutions.”?%

At the center of their argument lies the proposition that actors rely upon socially constructed
understandings of appropriate behavior when making decisions. This process is described
through three fundamental questions: “What kind of a situation is this? What kind of a
person am I? What does a person such as I do in a situation such as this?”?*” Hence, political
behavior is shaped not only by strategic considerations but also by the actor’s understand-
ing of who they are and what is expected of them as someone occupying a particular posi-
tion. The Logic of Appropriateness therefore suggests that political actors adapt their be-
havior to institutionalized role expectations rather than constantly pursuing utility-maxim-
1zing strategies.

March & Olsen’s understanding of an institution is defined as “a relatively stable collection
of rules and practices, embedded in structures of resources that make action possible [...]
and structures of meaning that explain and justify behavior.”?!” In this sense, institutions
do not merely constrain behavior, they create actors, define legitimate forms of conduct,
and establish standards through which actions are evaluated. As the authors argues, insti-

211 while simultaneously defining “what

tutions “guide behavior and stabilize expectations
are legitimate arguments and standards of justification and criticism in different situa-
tions.”?!2 This perspective is especially relevant for analyzing political discourse because

it suggests that political narratives are not solely the product of individual preference or
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ideology but they are shaped by institutional settings that seek to establish expectations
considering what kind of narratives and arguments are considered as appropriate. Political
actors occupying different offices may therefore face different incentives, responsibilities,
and codes of conduct, all of which influence in turn how they communicate their political
ideas.

Importantly, the authors emphasize that “individuals have multiple roles and identities and
the number and variety of alternative rules assures that only a fraction of the relevant rules
are evoked in a particular place at a particular time.”?'> What this means is that individuals
are simultaneously embedded in several institutions and roles, meaning that different iden-
tities and role obligations may become relevant in different situations and may point toward
different courses of action. Therefore, actors must interpret on their own which identity and
role is most relevant, however “in different situations and when circumstances fluctuate
fast, they may be rapid shifts within existing repertoire of rules based on institutionalized
switching rules.”?!*

Applied to the present study, when combined with Schmidt’s Discursive Institu-
tionalism, this perspective offers a more comprehensive explanation of political rhetoric.
Schmidt demonstrates how ideas are communicated, legitimized, and contested through
discourse, and how political actors used narratives to construct meaning and justify political
action. On the other hand, March & Olsen’s Logic of Appropriateness explain why those
narratives may change as actors move between institutional roles characterized by different

expectations and responsibilities.

4.3.2. Ideological Continuity and Persistence of Political Beliefs
Although institutional theories provide important insights into how political actors
adapt to changing political environment, they are less equipped to explain the endurance of
ideological commitments. To address this limitation, this next section draws on
Freeden’s?!> Morphological Analysis of Ideology, namely Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 from
the book Ideologies and Political Theory, which examines the relationship between politi-

cal concepts, ideological structures, and historical continuity.
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At the center of Freeden’s argument is the claim that ideologies should be under-

stood as “ideational formations consisting of political concepts”?!'®

and as “complex con-
structs through which specific meanings, out of potentially unlimited and essentially con-
testable universe of meanings, are imparted to the wide range of political concepts they
inevitably employ.”?!” Freeden argues that ideologies constitute distinctive arrangements
of political concepts that provide meaning, coherence, and direction to political thought.
From this perspective, an ideology is understood as “a concept with recognizable form, a
particular way of organizing clusters of other political concepts.”'® The significance of this
insight lies in its rejection of the notion that political beliefs exist independently from one
another. Rather, concepts derive meaning through their relationship to other concepts
within the broader ideological structure. Freeden writes: “Political concepts acquire mean-
ing not only through historically transferred traditions of discourse, and not only through
the pluralist disparities of culture, but also through their particular location within a con-
stellation of other political concepts.”?!® What this means is that concepts derive their
meaning from their relationship to other concepts within an ideological configuration. Con-
sequently, ideological change is often constrained, as modifications to one concept may
require adjustments to related concepts in order to preserve coherence within the broader
ideological structure. This interconnectedness is central to Freeden’s notion of ideological
morphology, as ideologies are “particular patterned clusters and configurations of political
concepts”??’, they derive meaning from their relationship with neighboring concepts, thus
changes to one component of an ideology may affect the interpretation of others. At the
same time, this structure provides stability and continuity and political actors are therefore
unlikely to abandon core ideological commitments as they remain deeply embedded in po-
litical meaning.

Freeden further reinforces this argument by emphasizing the importance of histori-
cal continuity in ideological thought.??! The scholar discusses the “role of history in ideo-
logical analysis [...] through four different apertures”?*? from which the fact that “history

[...] is an integral arena within which political concepts and ideologies are located”?** and
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“political concepts bear the accumulative burdens of their past.”??* In this sense, concepts
such as nationhood, for example, do not emerge anew in every political context but they
retain historical associations, traditions, and pre-established interpretations that influence
contemporary meaning. As Freeden notes: “political concepts are notable for their strong
historical grounding [...] so that historical continuity plays an important role in organizing
the political thinking of the members of a society, as well as in selecting the political words
they employ.”?*> Hence, Freeden’s framework suggests that ideological commitments are
embedded within durable conceptual and historical structures that tend to persist over time.
Even when political actors encounter changing institutional environments, these inherited
frameworks continue to shape how political reality is understood and interpreted.
Freeden’s morphological approach provides a theoretical basis for expecting ideo-
logical continuity despite changes in political roles or institutional positions, as political
actors remain embedded within historically transmitted configurations of meaning that

structure their understanding of political reality.

4. 4. Theoretical Expectations

4.4.1. Expectation 1 (E1): Institutional Context

The theoretical literature on political discourse and institutionalism suggests that
political behavior is shaped by the roles, responsibilities, and constraints associated with
different political positions. As political actors move from legislative or opposition posi-
tions into executive and governmental roles, they become responsible for policy implemen-
tation and administrative decision-making. Hence, political discourse and rhetoric are ex-
pected to adapt to these institutional demands.

Applied to the present study, this logic suggests that Bezalel Smotrich’s transition
from a Member of Knesset to Finance Minister should be associated with a decline in the
frequency and explicitness of theological references to the “Promised Land” narrative. In
contrast, Zvi Yedidya Sukkot, as a Member of Knesset, is expected to face fewer institu-

tional constraints on the usage of theological language.

Expectation 1 (E1): Greater institutional responsibility will be associated with a lower

frequency of explicit theological rhetoric.
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4.4.2. Expectation 2 (E2): Ideological Persistence

The theoretical literature suggests that ideological beliefs are embedded within du-
rable configurations of interconnected political concepts that provide coherence and mean-
ing to political thought. As these conceptual structures are reinforced by historical continu-
ity and shared ideological traditions, political actors are not expected to abandon core ide-
ological commitments simply as a consequence of switching institutional positions. In-
stead, ideological frameworks continue to shape how political reality is understood and
interpreted, even when political actors assume new responsibilities or operate within dif-
ferent institutional contexts.

Applied to the present study, this logic suggests that Bezalel Smotrich’s transition
from Member of Knesset to Finance Minister should not result in complete disappearance
of references associated with the “Promised Land” narrative if theological-territorial beliefs
constitute a significant component of his ideological identity. Similarly, Zvi Yedidya Suk-
kot, as Member of Knesset, is expected to continue employing elements of the “Promised

Land” narrative as part of a broader Religious Zionist ideological framework.

Expectation 2 (E2): Because religious and ideological beliefs are deeply embedded within
political worldviews, elements of the “Promised Land” narrative are expected to persist

despite changed in institutional position and governmental responsibility.

Chapter 5: Research Design and Methodology
5.1. Research Design

The study adopts a qualitative, interpretive research® in order to examine how political
meaning is constructed and mobilized through religious narratives within institutional dis-
course. Rather than treating religion as a static background variable, the study approaches
it as an active and meaning-producing resource through which political claims are articu-
lated and justified in specific contexts.

The research is structured as an actor-centered single case study*’, focusing on Bezalel

Smotrich as a theoretically relevant political actor. The choice to focus on an actor is de-

226 Claudia Wiesner, “Doing Qualitative and Interpretative Research: Reflecting Principles and Principled
Challenges,” Political Research Exchange 4, no. 1 (2022): 2127372,
https://doi.org/10.1080/2474736X.2022.2127372.

227 Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research and Applications: Design and Methods, Sixth edition (SAGE, 2018).
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liberate as this approach enables the assessment of how ideological positioning is per-
formed and translated into formal political speech, rather than assumed at the level of or-
ganizational identity as a whole.

Within this framework, the study employs the analytical method of discourse analy-
sis??®, focusing on how language, narratives, rhetorical strategies function in the construc-
tion of political legitimacy. Particular attention is given to the institutional context of Knes-
set plenary sessions, where speech is formalized, publicly accountable, and politically con-
sequential.

The research design is further guided by the very formulation of the research question
in terms of “extent”. This reflects an analytical strategy in which rather than presupposing
the prominence of religious narratives, the study seeks to empirically assess their presence,
frequency, and significance. In doing so, the design explicitly allows for variation, includ-
ing limited, absent, or unexpected usage, enabling a systematic overview of whether ideo-

logical positioning is consistently reflected in institutional speech.

5.2. Case Selection: Actor-Centered Approach

5.2.1. Case Selection Rationale

The case selected for this study is the political actor Bezalel Smotrich, continuing
leader of the Religious Zionism Party, examined as a single, theoretically relevant political
actor. While the party is commonly referred to in English as the Religious Zionism Party
(Hebrew: HaTzionut HaDatit), its official materials are sometimes translated as Religious
Zionist Party. Notably, on the official Knesset website, the parliamentary group is identi-
fied as the Religious Zionism Party Chaired by Bezalel Smotrich* in order to differentiate
from the prior party with the same name that is no longer active since 2022. However, for
the sake of terminological efficiency and consistency, the study adopts the designation Re-
ligious Zionism Party when mentioned in the study.

As uninterrupted party leader and a central ideological figure within Israeli politics,
Smotrich constitutes a critical case through which the relationship between religious-ideo-

logical branding and parliamentary speech can be directly assessed. The selection is not

228 Luisa Godinho, “Discourse and International Relations: A Theoretical and Methodological Approach,”
JANUS.NET: E-Journal of International Relations 7, no. 2 (2016): 1-13.

229 The Knesset, “Parliamentary Groups in the 25th Knesset: Religious Zionism Chaired by Bezalel Smo-
trich,” Government, The Knesset, 2022, https://main.knesset.gov.il/EN/mk/apps/faction/faction-lobby?Knes-
setID=25&FactionID=1105.
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incidental but grounded in explicit ideological positioning, political influence, and institu-
tional authority. According to the party’s official website**?, Smotrich not only serves as
chairman of the Religious Zionism Pary, but also played a central role in its transformation
and expansion, having rebranded the party under its current name, promoting its consoli-
dation and unity within the broader Religious Zionist camp. Furthermore, his political ca-
reer has been closely associated with questions of settlement, land policy, and Jewish sov-
ereignty. Prior to entering the Knesset, he served as Director of Operations of Regavim, an
organization dedicated to advancing Zionist land policy, while his publicly articulated po-
litical vision emphasizes strengthening Israel’s hold over Eretz Yisrael and rejecting the
establishment of a Palestinian state.

At the same time, Smotrich’s role extends beyond mere ideological representation and per-
sonal belief. As both party leader and key figure within government structures during the
period under study, Smotrich occupies a position in which discursive choices carry both
symbolic and tangible political consequences. This combination of ideological commit-
ment, political influence, and institutional authority renders him an analytically significant
case for assessing whether religious narratives are only part of a strategic political branding,
or whether they are actively translated into formal parliamentary discourse.

To complement the primary case study, the analysis incorporates Zvi Yedidya Suk-
kot as a secondary actor drawn from the same ideological and institutional movement. The
inclusion of Sukkot introduces a limited comparison, allowing for the study to assess
whether the deployment of theological-territorial narratives is confined to the party leader-
ship or also observable among other representatives of the Religious Zionism Party. Rather
than functioning as an independent case, Sukkot serves as a comparative reference point
through which patterns identified in Smotrich’s discourse can be contextualized and eval-
uated.

The selection of Sukkot is also methodologically justified by both his political trajectory
and his close association with issues central to the present study. Following Smotrich’s
resignation from the Knesset under the Norwegian Law in 2023, Sukkot assumes his par-
liamentary seat and entered the Knesset as a representative of the party. Beyond this insti-
tutional connection, Sukkot has long been associated with the settlement movement and

with activism in “Judea and Samaria”. Prior to his parliamentary career in the party, he was

230 The Religious Zionism Party Led by Bezalel Smotrich, “Members of the Knesset: Bezalel Smotrich,”
ZionutDatit (Religious Zionism Party), https://zionutdatit.org.il/en/-/smotrich-2/.
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publicly identified with the so-called “hilltop youth” milieu and later emerged as a promi-
nent activist within the settlement movement, advocating for the expansion and strength-
ening of Jewish communities in the West Bank.?*! His relevance to the subject matter of
this thesis was further reinforced when in November 2023, he was appointed as chairman
of the Knesset Subcommittee for Judea and Samaria, a body responsible for oversight of
security and civilian affairs in the territory.?*> Upon assuming the position, Sukkot explic-
itly stated that his objective was both to ensure the security of the settlers but also to develop
as many settlements as possible in the region.?** Sukkot’s appointment generated substan-
tial political controversy with critics citing his longstanding association with the settlement
movement, his previous involvement in activist campaigns, and his reputation as a promi-

nent representative of the movement’s more hardline currents.?*

5.2.2. Temporal Scope of the Study: 2021-2025

The temporal scope of the study spans from the period from 2021 to 2025, correspond-
ing to a phase of inner party restructuring, political consolidation, and increasing executive
influence for Bezalel Smotrich?*. This timeframe begins with Smotrich’s active role as MK
following the 24" Knesset elections in 2021 and continues through his subsequent political
trajectory. In 2022, Smotrich assumed the role of Finance Minister, and later in 2023 re-
signed as MK during the 25" Knesset, under Norwegian Law, which allows ministers to
step from parliamentary duties while retaining executive office and their seat taken by an-
other candidate from the party. Following his resignation, Smotrich assumed a second role
as additional Minister in the Ministry of Defense. Both positions are particularly relevant
for policies related to territorial governance and settlement expansion. While this transition
alters his formal parliamentary presence, it does not diminish his political centrality; rather,
it marks a shift from legislative to executive influence.

The period also encompasses important organizational developments within the party
structure. During the 24" Knesset, Religious Zionism parliamentary group split into two

separate parliamentary groups — Religious Zionism (with five MKs) and Noam (with one

B! Naomi Zeveloff, The Radical New Face of the Jewish Settler Movement, January 11, 2016, https:/for-
ward.com/news/328981/the-radical-new-face-of-the-jewish-settler-movement/.

232 Jeremy Sharon, Ultranationalist MK Tzvi Succot Appointed Head of Knesset West Bank Subcommittee,
November 1, 2023, https://www.timesofisrael.com/ultranationalist-mk-tzvi-succot-appointed-head-of-knes-
set-west-bank-subcommittee;/.

233 Sharon, Ultranationalist MK Tzvi Succot Appointed Head of Knesset West Bank Subcommittee.

234 Tbid.

235 The Knesset, “All Past and Present MKs: Bezalel Smotrich,” Government, The Knesset, 2023,
https://main.knesset.gov.il/EN/mk/apps/mk/mk-personal-details/936.

48



MK). Since November 2022, when the 25" Knesset was formed, the “old ” Religious Zion-
ism party became inactive, instead the “new” Religious Zionism parliamentary group split
into three separate parliamentary groups — Religious Zionism Chaired by Bezalel Smotrich
(with seven MKSs), Otzma Yehudit Chaired by MK Itamar Ben Gvir (with six MKS), and
Noam Chaired by MK Avi Maoz (with one MK). Despite all this, rather confusing restruc-
turing, Bezalel Smotrich has remained the leader of the Religious Zionism party.

As such, the study treats these formal transformations not as moments of ideological
discontinuity, but as developments occurring within a stable, and, in certain respects, in-

tensified ideological trajectory.

5. 3. Methodology

The study employs deductive thematic analysis as its primary analytical method in or-
der to examine how theological narratives are mobilized within institutional political dis-
course. A deductive approach is adopted in that the analysis is guided by theoretically in-
formed expectations, derived from existing literature on religion, politics, religion-politics
nexus, and narrative construction. Rather than allowing themes to emerge purely induc-
tively from the data, the study begins with a predefined analytical set. The goal is to sys-
tematically examine whether, how, and to what extent these narratives are present within
the empirical material.

The analytical process follows a structured, top-down logic. First, a corpus of plenary
sessions transcripts is compiled from the official Knesset database by filtering sessions ac-
cording to actor(s) (Bezalel Smotrich and Zvi Sukkot) and temporal scope (2021-2025).
All sessions in which the respective actors spoke are included automatically in the dataset.
The transcripts are then systematically organized in folders, chronologically and by
speaker. In the case of Smotrich, the dataset is further divided into two phases — his period
as a Member of Knesset (2021-2023) and his subsequent role as Minister (2023-2025) — in
order to assess potential shifts in activity and rhetorical patterns following his transition to
executive office.

Following the data collection, the study proceeds to thematic coding through which
relevant segments of text are identified and categorized. References are coded as instances
of theological narratives, where they include explicit or implicit invocations of biblical
scripture, divine promise, or religiously grounded claims to the land. Each identified in-
stance is systematically labeled, allowing for the consistent identification of patterns across

the dataset. This includes not only direct references, but also related expressions such as
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“Eretz Israel” and/or “Judea and Samaria” etc., where these function as part of a broader
theological framing.

In order to operationalize the central concept of “extent”, the study incorporates a lim-
ited quantitative component alongside qualitative interpretation. In this context, “extent” is
understood not only in terms of frequency, but also in relation to the contextual function
and discursive role of the references. Empirically, this is captured through the recording of
the distribution of coded references across the dataset, including their occurrence per year,
and where relevant, across shorter time intervals. These patterns may be examined in rela-
tion to broader political contexts and are further illustrated through visual representations,
such as frequency distributions and temporal graphs. The latter serve to support and clarify
the qualitative analysis without introducing a fully quantitative approach.

In addition to frequency, the analysis examines the contextual deployment of theologi-
cal narratives. Particular attention is given to discursive settings in which such references
appear, including whether they are used in the justification of policy oppositions, in re-
sponse to criticism, or generally as part of a broader ideological framing. This allows the
study to move beyond mere presence of narratives, toward a true assessment of the func-
tional role of these narratives.

A limited within-case comparison is also conducted through the inclusion of Zvi Sukkot
as a secondary actor. While not the primary focus of the study, this comparison provides a
supplementary point of reference within the same political and ideological environment,
enabling a distinction between leadership driven rhetoric and non-leading actors.

Overall, this methodological approach directly reflects the central research question,
allowing for the systematic identification, measurement, and interpretation of how and to

what extent theological narratives are mobilized in parliamentary discourse.

5. 4. Evidence Base and Source Collection

5.4.1. Primary Empirical Sources

The empirical foundation of this study is based on a corpus of official Knesset plenary
session transcripts, drawn from the publicly available database of the Israeli Knesset. These
transcripts constitute formal records of parliamentary debates and speeches, providing a
reliable source of institutionally sanctioned political discourse.

The dataset covers the period from 2021 to 2025 and comprises a total of 129 plenary ses-

sion transcripts in which the actor(s) under examination participated. Of these, 77 tran-
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scripts include contributions by Bezalel Smotrich, while 52 transcripts include contribu-
tions by Zvi Sukkot. Within the dataset, 1 plenary session contains interventions from both
actors, reflecting their participation from distinct institutional positions — Smotrich in his
capacity as Minister and Sukkot as a Member of Knesset.

The use of plenary session transcripts as primary sources is grounded in their status as
official, verbatim records of parliamentary discourse, ensuring a very high degree of relia-
bility and consistency. As institutionally documented speeches, these records capture po-
litical argumentation in its most sophisticated, formalized, and publicly accountable form.
By relying exclusively on official plenary records, the study ensures a coherent and com-

parable dataset across the defined temporal scope.

5. 5. Challenges and Limitations

5.5.1. Language and Translation Constraints

The primary corpus of the Knesset plenary sessions is delivered in Hebrew, and the
researcher does not possess proficiency in that language. While this presents a limitation in
capturing certain linguistic nuances, it does not preclude systematic analysis of the material
itself. This challenge is mitigated through the use of official English translations where
available, as well as supplementary materials such as party documents and official commu-
nication channels. In addition, Hebrew-language material is translated using the subscrip-
tion-based software DeepL. This tool is selected for its strong performance and ability to
preserve contextual meaning and semantic coherence. While Al-assisted translation tools
provide a high level of accuracy, certain linguistic nuances, rhetorical subtleties, and cul-
turally embedded meanings may not be fully preserved therefore the possibility of minor

interpretative distortion remains.

5.5.2. Analytical Scope and Case Selection

The study adopts an actor-centered approach, focusing exclusively on Bezalel Smotrich
within the context of Knesset plenary discourse. While this enhances the scope of research
and the analytical precision, allowing for a more focused examination of how ideological
positioning is reflected within a formal institutional setting, it limits the scope of findings.
The analysis does not incorporate rhetorical strategies employed in other arenas, such as
media appearances or informal political communication channels. However, this is a delib-
erate methodological choice. Plenary sessions constitute official and institutionally sanc-

tioned form of political speech, in which statements carry formal political weight and are
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subject to public record. In contrast, informal or media-based communication lack the same
degree of authority and consistency. Furthermore, the findings of this study are strictly
limited to the selected case and do not extend to other religiously oriented political parties,
leaders, or actors. As such, no broader generalizations are made beyond the scope of this
analysis, and the conclusions should be understood as context-specific rather than repre-

sentative of wider patterns within Israeli politics.

5.5.3. Interpretive and Temporal Challenges

As a discourse-based study, the analysis involves a degree of subjective, interpretive
judgment, particularly in identifying implicit references to theological narratives. To miti-
gate this, the analysis is informed by the researcher’s prior academic training and sustained
engagement with Israeli politics and decision-making process, including previous research
conducted at the undergraduate level. Furthermore, the temporal scope (2021-2025) en-
compasses a period marked by evolving political and security dynamics, some of which
remain active at the time of writing. While this allows for the observation of variation across
different contexts, the study does not aim to provide a definitive account of future devel-
opments. Importantly, the study remains open to the possibility of limited use or absence
of theological narratives, thereby reducing the risk of confirmation bias and ensuring that

the findings are driven strictly by empirical observation rather than prior expectation.

Chapter 6: Empirical Analysis

6. 1. Introductory Mapping of the Discursive Landscape
6. 1.1. Corpus-Wide Distribution

The first step in operationalizing the present study was to identify key terms associated
with the “Promised Land” narrative and examine how these terms appear across the entire
corpus of Knesset plenary session transcripts between 2021 and 2025. To achieve this,
twenty-six theological, territorial, and historically embedded terms linked to the narrative
were systematically coded across the dataset using MAXQDA. The graph below presents
the frequency distribution of these terms between 2021 and 2025, providing an initial over-

view of the broader discursive environment in the Knesset.
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Frequency Distribution of Promised Land Narrative-Associated
Terms in Knesset Plenary Session Transcripts (2021-2025)
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Figure 1.

Results

The selected twenty-six terms appeared a total of 3,174 times across the corpus of Knesset
plenary session transcripts between 2021 and 2025. It is important to emphasize, however,
that this figure reflects the entirety of the corpus rather than the rhetoric of the Religious
Zionism Party or Bezalel Smotrich alone. As the plenary sessions incorporate speeches and
interventions from multiple political parties, ministers, opposition ministers, and other par-
liamentary actors, the number 3,174 represents the total appearance of the coded terms
throughout all sessions included in the dataset.

The initial frequency distribution of the coded terminology reveals several notable patterns
within the broader parliamentary discourse. Most prominently, the term “Judea and Sa-
maria” appears with the highest frequency by a substantial margin, occurring 898 times.
This is followed by references to biblical figures such as “Abraham” and “Moses” each

appearing, surprisingly — 346 times, as well as “Jacob” (293) and “Temple Mount” (298).
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Terms such as “Inheritance” (147), “Covenant” (133), “Descendants” (129), “Children of
Israel” (124), and “Isaac” (113) also appear with considerable frequency. By contrast, ex-
plicitly theological formulations including “Promised Land” (2), “Divine Right” (2), “In-
heritance of the Lord” (2) and “Dan to Beersheba” (1) appear only marginally within the
dataset.

The distribution itself produces several important preliminary observations. One particular
finding is that terms that one might intuitively expect to dominate the discourse such as
“Promised Land” or “Chosen People” or even broader formulations associated with divine
election and entitlement — appear far less frequently. Rather than relying heavily on overt
theological slogans, the discourse appears to anchor itself more consistently in biblical ge-
ography, ancestral continuity, and scriptural language. In this sense, the first finding is that
narrative of the “Promised Land” itself is not that explicit as expected.

The prevalence of terms such as “Judea and Samaria” and “Temple Mount”, as well as
references to patriarchal and prophetic figures suggests that parliamentary rhetoric derives
from a continuous embedding of territorial claims within a biblical framework. Manual
contextual review of the coded material, additionally revealed that parliamentary speeches
frequently incorporated direct quotations from scripture, often extending across multiple

sentences, passages, and even pages for that matter.

Clarifications

At the same time, the coding process revealed important contextual and methodological
limitations inherent to automated textual analysis. Several of the selected terms carry dou-
ble or multiple connotations within Israeli political and social discourse. For example, “Ja-
cob”, “Isaac”, “Abraham”, and “Moses” may refer either to biblical figures or public gov-
ernmental names. Similarly, “Israel” may denote the biblical figure Jacob following his
renaming in the Hebrew Bible, but may also simply refer to the modern State of Israel. The
term “Abraham” additionally appears in contemporary political formulations such as the
“Abraham Accords”. Furthermore, the Hebrew term “Eretz” meaning “land”, may appear
independently in ordinary linguistic usage or as part of the theological-biblical formulation
“Eretz Israel”. Similar contextual ambiguity was also observed with terms such as “Chil-
dren of Israel”, “Descendants”, “Inheritance”. While “Children of Israel” may function as
a direct biblical reference to the Israelites within scriptural tradition, the term may also refer

more broadly to the contemporary population or youth of Israel in contemporary times.

54



Likewise, “Descendants” and “Inheritance” may denote biblical lineage and covenantal an-
cestry, but also in reference to familial continuity, generational inheritance. Because
MAXQDA operates through textual recognition rather than human contextual understand-
ing, the software coded all appearances of these terms according to the predetermined cod-
ing instructions irrespective of contextual meaning.

Consequently, the automated coding process constituted only the preliminary stage of anal-
ysis. In order to establish contextual relevance and rhetorical significance, all 3,029 coded
appearances were subsequently reviewed manually. This step was necessary to distinguish
between genuinely theological references and instances in which the same terminology
merely reflected personal names, governmental references, or unrelated political contexts,
in order to eliminate false-positives.

The selection of terminology was not arbitrary, but contextually grounded in the theologi-
cal-territorial discourse examined through this study. Terms such as “Canaan/Canaanites”
and “Dan to Beersheba” are directly associated with sacred geography and territorial im-
agination within the Torah and biblical tradition. “Judea and Samaria” similarly reflects a
theological-historical framing of territory. Expressions such as “land flowing with milk and
honey”, “children of Israel”, “covenant” are verbatim biblical expressions discussed earlier
in this thesis. “Temple Mount” likewise occupies a central symbolic and political position
within Religious Zionist rhetoric and territorial discourse. Additional terms, including “an-

29 e

cestral homeland”, “inheritance of the Lord”, “inherited land”, “chosen people”, “proph-
ecy”, “divine right”, and “3,000-years” were selected due to their recurrent association with
narratives of historical continuity, sacred entitlement, divine legitimacy, and ancestral con-

nection to the land.

6.1.2. Party-Wide Distribution

The second step in operationalizing the study was to narrow the analytical focus
specifically to the Religious Zionism Party, chaired by Bezalel Smotrich. In other words,
the analysis moves from the wider parliamentary discursive environment toward the spe-
cific political party to which the actor in question belongs to. This step is particularly im-
portant, as parliamentary discourse does not occur in an ideological vacuum. A member of
parliament operates within a certain structure which provides ideological orientations and
political objectives which may in turn shape the content and character of their public rhet-
oric. Examining the party context serves as an intermediary analytical step between the

broader parliamentary arena and the detailed discourse analysis of individual speakers.
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Comparative Degree of Usage of Terms Associated with the
Promised Land-Narrative in Religious Zionism Party Discourse
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Figure 2.

Results

Out of the original twenty-six coded terms, only twelve appeared with meaningful rhetori-
cal relevance within party discourse following an initial manual contextual overview. This
indicates that while the broader parliamentary environment contains a wide range of theo-
logical-territorial terminology, the Religious Zionism Party itself relies on a more concen-
trated and internally consistent discursive vocabulary.

Most notably, the term “Judea and Samaria” emerges as the most dominant expression
within the party’s rhetoric, receiving the highest comparative degree of usage (5). At the
same time, references to biblical figures such as “Abraham”, “Moses”, “Isaac”, and “Jacob”
maintain a consistently moderate (3) to dominant (4) presence. Theis repeated invocation
suggests the importance of ancestral continuity, covenantal lineage, and historical attach-
ment. The graph additionally demonstrates that certain concepts associated with covenant
and inheritance, including “Covenant,” “Inherited Land”, “Prophecy”, and “3,000-Years”
appear only with limited rhetorical prominence. However, this does not necessarily imply
their absence from the ideological framework itself. Rather, these ideas frequently appear

embedded indirectly within broader scriptural quotations and historical references instead

of as isolated conceptual terminology.
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Clarifications

Due to the extensive size of the plenary corpus (129 transcripts), the inclusion of multiple
speakers within each parliamentary session, and the limitations of automated coding within
MAXQDA, the study did not seek to establish fixed quantitative frequencies for every term
identified in the discourse. Although MAXQDA’s autocoding greatly facilitated the initial
identification of relevant terms and patterns, the software did not consistently capture all
contextual references throughout the entirety of the corpus, requiring substantial manual
verification and interpretive coding. As a result, the analysis prioritizes qualitative discur-
sive prominence over exact lexical quantification. Rather than relying on precise statistical
frequency counts, the study employed a qualitative intensity scale (Fig.2). These categories
were not intended to represent mathematically fixed measurements, but rather to function

as heuristic indicators of rhetorical prominence across the analyzed material.

kksk

While the initial coding framework was constructed around twenty-six predefined terms
associated with the broader “Promised Land” narrative, the process of manual contextual
review remained open to the identification of additional relevant expressions and discursive
formulations emerging from the corpus itself. Given the interpretive nature of discourse
analysis, the coding process was therefore not treated as entirely static or exhaustive from
the outset. Rather, the preliminary coding scheme functioned as an analytical entry point
intended to structure the broader dataset. This approach was particularly important in light
of the fluid, symbolic, and often indirect ways in which narratives were articulated within

parliamentary rhetoric.

6. 2. Bezalel Smotrich’s Parliamentary Rhetoric

6. 2.1. Introductory Rhetorical Mappings

Before proceeding to the qualitative analysis of Smotrich’s parliamentary rhetoric, it is
first necessary to establish the broader scope and intensity of his parliamentary activity
between 2021 and 2025. The graph below presents the frequency of Smotrich’s parliamen-
tary interventions across the examined period, including speeches, responses, debates, and
other forms of participation within Knesset plenary sessions. Due to the structure of the
plenary transcripts and the manner in which the interventions appear within the records, the

identification and counting process was conducted manually through close examination.
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Frequency of Bezalel Smotrich's Parliamentary
Interventions (2021-2025)
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Figure 3.
Results
The graph demonstrates that Smotrich maintained a high level of parliamentary activity,
intervening a total of 2,527 times between 2021 and 2025. The highest frequency of inter-
ventions occurred in 2021, with 892 recorded speaking instances, while 2022 represents
the lowest level of parliamentary activity with only 67 interventions. Following this sharp
decline, Smotrich’s parliamentary participation increased considerably again in 2023 (549)

and remained relatively stable in both 2024 (534) and 2025 (485).

skoksk

In order to further narrow down the analysis from Smotrich’s broader parliamentary activ-
ity toward the potential deployment of theological-territorial logic, the following graph
compares the total number of Smotrich-related plenary session transcripts (77) per year
(2021-2025) with the total number of transcripts containing theological and/or biblical vo-
cabulary.

Distribution of Smotrich-Related Plenary Transcripts with Theological
and/or Biblical References (2021-2025)
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Figure 4.
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Results

The graph demonstrates that although Smotrich appeared consistently throughout the par-
liamentary corpus between 2021 and 2025, theological and/or biblical references were de-
ployed only selectively, appearing in 17 transcripts in total. The highest concentration oc-
curred in 2021, where 8 of the 42 analyzed plenary session transcripts contained identifiable
language. While the number of available transcripts for 2022 is considerably smaller than
the previous year, the presence of references in 2 of the 3 sessions examined indicates a
high frequency of deployment. The limited number of observations should not be inter-
preted as a decline, but rather as a reflection of the reduced size of parliamentary corpus
for that year. In 2023, limited deployment is observed with 5 of the 11 transcripts, and in
2024 — 2 of 12 transcripts. Most notably, 0 of the 9 Smotrich-related transcripts analyzed
for 2023 contained such references.

ok

Having established the broader distribution of theological rhetoric across Smotrich-related
plenary session transcripts, the analysis further narrows down toward the specific terminol-
ogy deployed within the 25 transcripts (out of 77 in total) identified in Figure 4. The fol-
lowing graph examines which of the original 26 terms introduced in Figure 1 remained

present within the reduced corpus.

Frequency Distribution of Promised Land Narrative-Associated Terms
Within Theologically Relevant Smotrich Transcipts (2021-2025)
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Results

From the broader corpus of 129 plenary session transcripts, 77 were associated with
Bezalel Smotrich, of which only 25 contained theological references. Across the entirety
of the parliamentary corpus, the original 26 terms appeared a total of 3,174 times (Figure
1). However, within the reduced Smotrich-specific theological corpus, only 12 of the orig-
inal 26 remained present, appearing a combined total of 74 times. Unlike the broader cor-
pus-wide mapping presented earlier, the graph above reflects only terms explicitly articu-
lated by Smotrich himself within the examined parliamentary transcripts.
As demonstrated in both Figure I and the earlier examining the comparative usage of terms
within Religious Zionist discourse, “Judea and Samaria” again emerges as the overwhelm-
ingly dominant rhetorical formulation within Smotrich’s parliamentary discourse. This
consistency across multiple stages of analysis reinforces the centrality of territorial-biblical
geography within the broader rhetorical framework examined throughout this study. Simi-
larly, references to “Abraham”, “Moses”, “Inheritance”, “Covenant” maintain compara-
tively higher frequencies relative to the remaining terms, further emphasizing themes of
ancestral continuity, sacred lineage, and historical legitimacy. However as clarified previ-
ously in relation to Figure I, a number of terms require further manual contextual interpre-
tation due to their binary significance (e.g. biblical references versus contemporary per-

sonal names).

6. 2.2. Actor-Level Analysis I

a. Smotrich as Member of Knesset and Party Leader (2021-2022)

=  Year 2021
The 14" Session of the 24™ Knesset — 10 May 2021

The 10 May is the first session plenary of the 24" Knesset and the first recorded
Smotrich intervention identified within the 2021 Knesset transcript corpus. The session
immediately demonstrates the extent to which theological-territorial narratives surrounding
settlement expansion and territorial legitimization are embedded within Smotrich’s rheto-
ric. The session takes place during the discussion of the Bill on Settlements and Neighbor-
hoods in the Process of Regulation (2021), submitted by several MKs with Smotrich in-
cluded, centering around the legalization and formalization of young Israeli settlements.
This session openly fuses religion, settlement expansion, territorial claims, nationalism,

and redemption into a single coherent ideological framework.
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From the very beginning of the speech, Smotrich leads with a deep theological tone
by opening the debate with a full recitation of Psalm 121 (Songs of Ascents) — “1 lift up my
eyes to the mountains—from where my help shall come? My help comes from the Lord,
who made heaven and earth. He will not let your foot slip; He who watches over you will
not slumber. Behold, He who watches over you will neither slumber nor sleep Guardian of
Israel. The Lord is your guardian; the Lord is your shade at your right hand. The sun shall
not strike you by day, nor the moon by night. The Lord will guard you from all evil; He
will guard your life. The Lord will guard your going out and your coming in, from now
until forever.” The initial Psa/m quotation is immediately followed by an additional bibli-
cal-style invocation — “He who blessed our forefathers Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, may He
bless the soldiers of the Israel Defense Forces”. Smotrich dedicates the Psalm toward the
IDF, portraying the latter not merely as a state security apparatus, but as the protectors of
the sacred homeland — “who stand guard over the land the cities of our God”. The land is
therefore not an ordinary sovereign territory, but a divinely connected homeland to God,
entrusted to the Jewish people, and safeguarded by its chosen defenders. The theological
dimension is even more pronounced through geographical framing — “[...] from Lebanon
to the Desert of Egypt and from the Great Sea to the edge of the wilderness, on land, in the
air, and at sea.” Smotrich deviates from using the modern internationally recognized bor-
ders, instead making use of biblical territorial imagery.

The emphasis on territory intensifies once Smotrich begins discussing settlement
legalization, in what, he calls — “Judea and Samaria.” Before proceeding further, it should
be noted that the usage of the term “Judea and Samaria” itself reveals an implicit theologi-
cal-territorial significance. As discussed in the literature review, this term carries a biblical
connotation associated with ancient Israelites territories, in negation to the politically neu-
tral geographical terminology. Hence, Smotrich declares: “We make no secret of it; we
want to strengthen our hold on Judea and Samaria just as we do everywhere else—in the
Negev, the Galilee, the Golan Heights, and Jerusalem”. Smotrich further legitimizes settle-
ment expansion through explicitly redemptive language, asserting that “This is our land, to
which we returned after two thousand years of exile and wandering.” The theological di-
mension reaches its peak when Smotrich firmly states: “the Holy One, blessed be He brings
His Presence back to Zion and gathers His children to His home” and later: “the destiny
and mission of the State of Israel as a magnificent process of redemption; the beginning —
and with God’s help, already much more than the beginning—of the growth of our redemp-

tion. And we are facing an enemy who is still unable to come to terms with our return
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home”. These formulations are exceptionally important as they demonstrate how Smotrich
explicitly mobilizes theological narratives in order to legitimize territorial belonging. Thus,
politics, territory, and theology become inseparable.

The speech also demonstrates how Smotrich constructs the territorial conflict
through layered theological categories that may remain largely invisible to audiences unfa-
miliar with biblical scripture (e.g. Psalms) and Hebrew Bible-based terminology (e.g. Judea
and Samaria). Discussing Palestinian opposition, Smotrich argues: “[The enemy] is trying
to delay the return of the Shechinah?*® and our return home”. The Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict is not framed as a geopolitical or security-based issue but as a resistance against divine
redemption itself. The “return home” is simultaneously territorial, national, and theological

in nature.

The 38™ Session of the 24™ Knesset — 5 July 2021

The session takes the form of an extended public “Question Time” during which
Smotrich answers questions concerning, namely, about settlement governance, sovereignty
in “Judea and Samaria”, and Jewish identity.

Smotrich frames Zionism not simply a political ideology, but as a civilizational and
spiritual project rooted in “love of the people, the land, and the Torah”. This formulation
places peoplehood, territory, and religion within a single inseparable framework. The ter-
ritorial dimension becomes evident once Smotrich addresses the status of Israeli settlers in
“Judea and Samaria” — “[...] settlers can be fired, because the law does not apply [there]
[...] The real solution, in the end, is to extend sovereignty over the entire West Bank so
that these areas become sovereign state territories just like any other [and] improve the lives
of the settlers [...] and strengthen the settlements.” Smotrich links settlement normalization
with sovereign expansion. The territorial project centers on the continuation of a broader
national-historical-biblical mission aimed at integrating “Judea and Samaria” fully into the
secular Israeli state structure. Even when congratulating Yoel Tzur, an Israeli architect,
Smotrich praises him as “a settler through and through”, later blessing him with “may you
continue to build, plant, and increase Torah study and the fulfillment [...] of settling in the

Land of Israel”.

236 «“Shechinah” refers to the manifestation or presence of God within the world according to Jewish theolog-
ical understanding. See Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “Shechinah,” in Merriam-Webster, https://www.mer-
riam-webster.com/dictionary/Shechinah.
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Smotrich explicitly quotes a section of the seminal philosophical work by Rabbi
Kook, stating that “[T]eshuvah?” is [...] the hardest of things”. This reference, seemingly
unimportant, is actually quite significant, as Rabbi Kook occupies a foundational role
within Religious Zionist thought. Furthermore, Smotrich defines the political divide in Is-
rael form the stance of the political right versus that of the left as “the right is Jewish con-
nection to our roots, tradition, love of the land, settlement, Zionism”. Hence, territory and
settlement expansion are not treated as secondary political issues, but as foundational com-
ponents of a specific political spectrum devoted to the Jewish national identity. The clearest
expression of theological-territorial rhetoric appears during the discussion concerning Bed-
ouin land claims in the Negev?®8, asserting “this is our land, and because the claim that ‘we
were here before you’ is a fictitious claim — we were here two thousand years before them”.
Territorial legitimacy is framed not as the product of modern political negotiation, but as
the continuation of a sacred covenantal relationship between the Jewish people, God, and

the land across centuries of exile and return.

The 49™ Session of the 24™ Knesset — 2 August 2021

The plenary session centers around debates concerning, but not limited to, national
unity and the broader ideological direction of the State of Israel. Despite formally discuss-
ing political cohesion and governance, Smotrich once again frames politics through a
broader historical and ideological narrative deeply connected to the land.

From the very beginning of the speech, Smotrich argues that true unity cannot exist
without a shared ideological foundation, arguing that “For unity to exist, it must be built
around something — around substance”. He then defines this “substance” through “identity,
culture, heritage, history, and shared agreements”, before explicitly locating the foundation
of Israeli unity within “the founding ethos of Zionism, of Judaism, and of the desire to
build, develop, and strengthen a Jewish and democratic state”. Smotrich does not construct
unity through a purely civic lens, but rather through a shared ethno-national and historical

framework tied to both Zionism and Judaism. According to Smotrich, the “founding ethos”

237 In Hebrew, “Teshuvah” literally translates to “return” as in “return to God”, also translated as “repent-
ance”. See My Jewish Learning, “Teshuvah, or Repentance,” in My Jewish Learning, https://www.myjew-
ishlearning.com/article/repentance/.

238 The “Negev” is a semiarid region located in Southern Israel, covering a substantial portion of the territory
west of the Jordan River and nearly 60 percent of Israel’s territory within its pre-1967 borders. The term
“Negev” derives from the Hebrew root meaning “dry” reflecting the region’s climate. It has also been refer-
enced in biblical scripture, including Psalm 126:4 (““Restore our fortunes, O Lord, like the watercourses in
the Negeb”). See Encyclopedia Britannica, “Negev,” in Britannica, https://www.britan-
nica.com/place/Negev.
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of the Jewish state as “the return of the Jewish people to their land after two thousand years
of exile and wandering, and the establishment of renewed and independent Jewish sover-
eignty”. Therefore, the understanding of land is one of exile, return, ancestry, and restored
sovereignty. Although Smotrich does not explicitly reference biblical scripture, the rhetoric
nevertheless carries strong theological undertones. The phrase “their land” frames territo-
rial belonging as something inherited, restored, and historically continuous rather than
something newly constructed. This logic becomes clearer when Smotrich discusses Israeli
Arabs and argues that “[t]he fundamental discrimination against [them] is that they are not
partners in the founding ethos of the Jewish state”. What Smotrich means by this statement
is that belonging within the state is defined not primarily as something obtained through
citizenship or civic participation, but through identification with the historical narrative of

Jewish return.

The 50™ Session of the 24™ Knesset — 3 August 2021

The session formally centers around debates concerning the Ministry of Transpor-
tation’s budget, infrastructure development, and public spending. Despite the technocratic
nature of the discussion, Smotrich transforms the debate into an ideological struggle con-
cerning settlement and demographic preservation.

Smotrich criticizes the government for neglecting “the settlements in Judea and Sa-
maria” and that “not a single shekel was allocated for roads [there]”. Infrastructure is
framed not as an economic or administrative issue, but as part of an ideological clash over
territorial growth and state commitment to the general settlement project. Roads, connec-
tivity, and public investment become mechanisms through which sovereignty, and espe-
cially territory are materially reinforced within an already contested land.

Another significant aspect in Smotrich’s rhetoric is the concern over demography
warning that government policies “undermine the Jewish demographic majority of the State
of Israel”. The statement demonstrates how demographic issues are intertwined with terri-
torial and national questions. The preservation of a Jewish majority is framed as essential
in order to maintain Jewish sovereignty, Jewish identity, and the continuation of the Zion-
ist-national project. Consequently, governance, population, settlement, and transportation
infrastructure politics are all part of the same domino structure. Toward the conclusion of
Smotrich’s speech, he directly warns other members by stating that “construction in Judea
and Samaria is frozen”, framed as a threat to the preservation of Jewish sovereignty and

territorial consolidation.
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The 51% Session of the 24™" Knesset — 4 August 2021

The 4 August plenary session is particularly interesting because it is almost identical
in terms of rhetoric and ideological content to the 5 July session analyzed earlier. This
occurrence is analytically important, as it demonstrates the persistence and consistency of
Smotrich’s theological-territorial discourse across parliamentary interventions within a rel-
atively short period of time. Given the substantial overlap, this session is examined more
briefly.

The territorial dimension appears, yet again, concerning the illegal construction of
structures (e.g. homes) in the Negev by the Bedouin population, considered as “nonexist-
ent” in the eyes of the Israeli legal and planning laws due to their unrecognized status.
Smotrich urges to “restore the sovereignty to the Negev” by dismantling such constructions
and as a result handling “the crime, delinquency, theft, drug cultivation, as well as the
smuggling of weapons and drugs”.

The most significant aspect of the session emerges during Smotrich’s response to
MK Ayman Odeh (Joint List Party) concerning the establishment of Jewish settlements
within the State of Israel. Responding to criticism that hundreds of Jewish settlements had
been established while Arab settlements had not, Smotrich states that “The State of Israel
was established to be the homeland of the Jewish people, who returned to their homeland
after two thousand years of exile and wandering”.?*® This statement carries a strong mo-
nopolizing theological-territorial logic as the land is presented as inherently Jewish, with
sovereignty framed as the natural restoration of an original and rightful order. The tone is
highly declarative and absolute, leaving little room for competing narratives. The rhetoric
therefore presents Jewish presence and sovereignty in the land as historically inevitable and

morally unquestionable.

The 56t Session of the 24" Knesset — 4 — 6 October 202124?

This double plenary session represents one of the clearest and most explicit exam-

ples within the analyzed corpus of Smotrich mobilizing theological narratives in order to

239 The same formulation appears identical in the 2 August 2021 plenary session analyzed earlier.

240 The Knesset archive lists the plenary sessions of 4 October 2021 and 6 October 2021 as separate official
records. Although the relevant speech by Bezalel Smotrich appears verbatim in both transcripts, both sessions
were retained in the corpus due to their distinct archival status, while the speech itself was analyzed only once
to avoid double-counting as to not inflating the frequency of theological references.
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legitimize territorial claims to the Land of Israel. The debates openly focus on divine own-
ership of the land, biblical inheritance, covenantal continuity, and Jewish Chosenness**!.
Th rhetoric emerges during a parliamentary discussion related to the IDF, seemingly
unrelated to settlement policy itself. However, Smotrich deliberately shifts the debate to-
ward questions concerning the meaning of the “Land of Israel”, Jewish identity, and the
relationship between the Torah and territorial legitimacy. Smotrich introduces the opening
commentary of Rabbi Yitzchak (Rashi) on the Book of Genesis***: “[Rashi] said [...] the
Torah should have begun with “This month shall be unto you the beginning of months”.
Smotrich introduces a classical theological debate concerning why the Torah begins with
the story of creation rather than directly with the Ten Commandments. This allows him to
initiate the conversation on contemporary territorial disputes through biblical theology and
history. Afterwards, Smotrich continues by quoting Rashi’s explanation: “He told His peo-
ple of the power of His deeds to give them the inheritance of the nations.” In this sense,
legitimacy flows downward from divine authority. God is presented as the ultimate owner
and creator of the world, possessing the sovereign right to allocate territory according to
His will. The Jewish people, in turn, receive the land not as conquerors but as inheritors of
a divine grant — a rightful transfer rather than acquisition, since one does not purchase an
inheritance but receives it through a pre-existing relationship. Essentially, divine sover-
eignty precedes human sovereignty.
This appears fittingly well in Smotrich’s rhetoric when answering accusation that Jews are
“thieves who have conquered the land.” Smotrich, aware of the contested territorially le-
gitimacy, responds not though secular political arguments, but trough Genesis itself. Fur-
thermore, Smotrich argues that “[a]nyone who wants to understand what it means that the
Land of Israel belongs to the people of Israel needs to know what the people of Israel are.”
This formulation monopolizes interpretive authority by positioning Jewish sacred history
as the primary lens though which territorial legitimacy must be understood. Rather than
treating ownership of the “Land of Israel” as a matter open to universal political debate,
Smotrich presents it as a question who meaning can only be properly understood through a

particular experience of knowledge of the Jewish people.

241 Meaning “election” of the Jewish people by God to enter into a sacred covenant.

242 Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, 1040-1105) was a medieval French rabbi and biblical commentator
whose interpretations of the Hebrew Bible remain among the most influential in Jewish scholarship and are
traditionally included alongside the biblical text in most printed editions of the Hebrew Bible. See Sefaria
Library, “Rashi on Genesis: Commentary,” in Sefaria, https://www.sefaria.org/Rashi_on_Genesis?tab=con-
tents.
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The land may also not simply belong to any population inhabiting it as it belongs specifi-
cally to the people whose historical and theological identity was shaped through “Abra-
ham”, “Isaac”, “Jacob”, “Exodus”, “Sinai”, and the giving of the Torah. This recounting of
biblical genealogy is central to Smotrich’s rhetoric asserting that “Abraham our forefather
[...] Isaac and Jacob, and the 12 tribes, and they enter into Egyptian bondage, and leave
Egypt, and become a people redeemed by the Lord of the Universe” and that “with God’s
help, we will be worthy to inherit the Land of Israel.” Overall, unlike other plenary sessions
where theology remains implicit beneath political language, Smotrich here openly con-

structs contemporary territorial legitimacy in theological terms.

The 68™ Session of the 24" Knesset — 1 November 2021

Given the substantial overlap with themes already identified in the previous ses-
sions, the session’s transcript is examined more briefly, with emphasis placed only on those
elements that contribute as additional insight to this thesis.

243 students and their

While criticizing the government policies affecting yeshiva
families, Smotrich moves beyond the immediate policy debate and raises a broader ques-
tion concerning Jewish legitimacy in the land. He asks, “What right do we have to be here
—yes, even at the expense of others who may have been here before us — if not for the Book
of Books and the divine decree, which you so vehemently deny?” First, Smotrich makes a
surprisingly explicit acknowledgment that other may have inhabited the land before the
Jewish people. This is crucial because he does not deny the existence of competing histor-
ical claims, instead he sidesteps them. The legitimacy of Jewish presence is not defended
by arguing that nobody else lived there, but by asserting that divine authorization super-
seded alternative claims. Second, for Smotrich the debate is not merely territorial but also
epistemological. He effectively accuses his opponents of rejecting the very source from
which he derives legitimacy, calling them a “[...] secular left-wing government, progres-
sive, despising everything sacred, despising anyone who thinks differently from you—with
such condescension, such arrogance.” This statement holds a richer value than a simple
attack on the political left. Smotrich constructs a binary opposition between two competing
worldviews: religious versus secular; sacred versus profane; tradition versus progressivism;

faith versus ideological secularism. Furthermore, he attempts to delegitimize his opponents

243 A “yeshiva” is an Orthodox Jewish institution of higher religious leaning where students engage primarily
in the study of Torah, Talmud, and other foundational rabbinic texts. See Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “Ye-
shiva,” in Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/yeshiva.
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through moral framing, portraying them not simply as mistaken but as actively hostile to-
ward the religious foundations of the very state they represent. By characterizing the gov-
ernment as dismissive of sacred values, Smotrich implicitly constructs a boundary between
the authentic guardians versus those who pretend to be one. The rhetoric functions as a
mechanism through which the public is invited to view political competition not merely as
a contest between policies or bills, but as a struggle over who truly represents the Jewish

people and their covenantal relationship to the state.

=  Year 2022
The 106™ Session of the 24™ Knesset — 31 January 2022

Smotrich’s rhetoric in this sessions centers around the death of Esther Pollard (wife)

244 within Israeli nationalist discourse.

and the symbolic significance of the Pollard case
However, rather than framing Esther Pollard’s death as a private tragedy, Smotrich elevates
the event into a national and moral issue tied to collective responsibility, Jewish identity,
and the “Land of Israel”. Throughout the speech, Smotrich repeatedly argues that the state
has failed the Pollards and presents their suffering as a source of collective shame and moral
death borne by the Jewish people as a whole. The territorial dimension of the rhetoric ap-
pears most clearly in Smotrich’s emphasis on the Pollard’s return back “home”: “Ulti-
mately bring about his and her return, their return, home, to the Land of Israel that they
loved so dearly and for which they paid such a heavy price.” The use of “Land of Israel”
rather than “State of Israel” is extremely significant for this thesis. Unlike the latter which
denotes a modern political entity, the term “Land of Israel” carries deeply rooted religious-
historical implications associated with Jewish theological understandings of history and
belonging. Even though the speech is not explicitly centered on settlements or territorial
governance in the conventional sense, the territorial framing remains embedded with a
broader religious conception of the land. This theological dimension is reinforced through
Smotrich’s invocation of divine judgment by the phrase “God forbid” on multiple occa-
sions: “I am not qualified to judge divine matters, God forbid...”; “God forbid, have be-
fallen us had we not rectified the sin of our generation’s betrayal of Joseph...”; “What
severity, God forbid, would have been upon us from Heaven. We were fortunate, we were

fortunate that Esther kept him alive, as I said, with her great embrace, and ultimately forced

244 Jonathan Pollard was an American intelligence analyst convicted in the United States in 1987 for spying
on behalf of Israel. In 2015, Pollard was released from prison and immigrated to Israel. See Encyclopedia
Britannica, “Jonathan Pollard,” in Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jonathan-Pollard.
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us to get involved; she saved us from the disgrace that would have been our lot had Jona-
than, God forbid, not survived or not ultimately been released alive to come to the Land of
Israel.” Recognizing such language in the speech is important because it frames the Pol-
lard’s suffering and delayed return not merely as a political failure, but as a moral-spiritual
failing carrying consequences before God himself. Hence, the rhetoric moves beyond ordi-
nary nationalist commemoration into explicit theological framing. The “Land of Israel” is
presented not simply as geographical space, but as a spiritually charged homeland con-

nected to collective Jewish responsibility.

The 134" Session of the 24™ Knesset — 25 May 2022

The plenary session centers around the Counter-terrorism Bill Amendment (Amend-
ment — Non-Return of Terrorists Bodies 2022, proposed by Member of Knesset Smotrich
and a group of other Knesset members. Formally, the debate focuses on anti-terrorism
measures and national security. However, throughout the discussion, Smotrich transforms
the debate into a broader ideological discussion concerning Zionism, Jewish sovereignty,
and the Jewish people’s relationship to the land. One of the clearest examples appears at
the very beginning of the speech, where he frames terrorism not only as violence against
Israeli citizens, but specifically as violence directed against Jews living in the “Land of
Israel”: “The deeds of that despicable individual who took lives or sought to take the life
of a Jew simply because he is a Jew who wishes to live here in the Land of Israel, in a
Jewish state, independent and sovereign.” Once again, the use of “Land of Israel” instead
of “Israel” or “State of Israel” is analytically significant. Even within a debate centered on
counter-terrorism legislation, Smotrich successfully embeds the discussion within a
broader territorial discourse tied to the Jewish land. Smotrich directly defines Zionism
through attachment to territory and settlement: “Zionism is a belief in our right to this
land.”; “Zionism is the connection of our roots [...] and the settlement of this land.” These
statements are particularly significant because when examined beyond their immediate po-
litical wording, they reflect core theological assumptions. The notion of a Jewish “right to
the land” extends beyond secular nationalism and can be understood as reflecting the idea
of a divinely sanctioned connection. Similarly, the emphasis on “roots” evokes the biblical-
historical narrative of “Abraham” and his descendants, through which the land becomes
tied to collective covenantal ancestry. Finally, the emphasis on “settlement” functions as
the end product, the modern political manifestation of this broader religious narrative,

transforming theological understandings of rightful belonging to contemporary territorial
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practice. Understanding Smotrich’s rhetoric requires looking beyond the surface level of
his speech and recognizing the deeper meanings within seemingly normal formulations.
Once again, throughout the speech, Smotrich employs religious language such as “with the
help of God”, “God forbid”, and “God willing”. The usage of such expressions coupled
with Smotrich redirecting the debate toward questions of Zionism and Jewish attachment
to the land signal an underlying motive. References to “Judea and Samaria”, the “Temple
Mount”, and Arab opposition parties further support the claim of a wider territorial dis-

course.

b. Smotrich as Minister and Party Leader (2023-2025)
=  Year 2023
The 30™ Session of the 25™ Knesset — 18 January 2023

The plenary session is of particular importance for this thesis since it represents the
first recorded parliamentary speech delivered by Smotrich in his capacity as Finance Min-
ister following the formation of the new government. However, rather than focusing on
economics, budgeting, or fiscal policy as one would expect, the speech almost entirely hov-
ers around fellow Religious Zionism MK Ohad Tal, his family, his ideological mission,
and broader questions of Jewish unity, religious identity, and political morality. This ses-
sion is analytically significant because it demonstrates that even after assuming one of the
most economically and administratively important positions within the Israeli government,
Smotrich’s rhetoric remains deeply embedded within religious and ideological language
rather than shifting toward purely technocratic or financial discourse. Throughout the
speech, Smotrich repeatedly invokes explicit religious terminology: “with God’s help”; or
“for the sake of Heaven”. The transcript remains highly relevant for this thesis because it
demonstrates ideological continuity. Smotrich’s transition into a senior ministerial role did

not diminish for the time being, the centrality of religious language within his rhetoric.

The 46™ Session of the 25" Knesset — 28 February 2023

The plenary session centers on the commemoration of late former Knesset member
and prominent Religious Zionist Rabbi Chaim Meir Druckman. At first glance, the debate
does not directly concern territorial sovereignty or settlement expansions in the conven-

tional sense. However, the session reveals an underlying theological tone in Smotrich’s
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rhetoric. He frames political and national revival through explicit religious language, stat-
ing that “everything begins and ends with the Torah”, later describing the State of Israel as
part of a “divine enterprise of redemption, of the national revival that we are privileged to
experience here [...] in our generation”. Such formulations move beyond ordinary nation-
alist rhetoric and instead sacralize politics itself — Israel is the faith, the Torah itself. The
theological dimension becomes even clearer when Smotrich discusses Rabbi Druckman’s
legacy as “an engine of Torah, an engine of the Land of Israel, an engine of love for Israel”.
The metaphor of the “engine” implies movement, activation, continuity. In this context,
Rabbi Druckman is presented by Smotrich not purely as a religious figure, but as a driving
force capable of translating Torah into lived political reality. The Torah itself is portrayed
as the foundational source from which the “Land of Israel” derives meaning and direction.
A theological chain is forming in which one’s faith activates attachment to one’s land,
which is then transmitted outward into the population. Although the speech does not ex-
plicitly focus on territorial claims or settlement expansion, traces of this ideological frame-
work remain constantly present beneath the surface of the rhetoric. Precisely because such
references are less direct, they become analytically significant, as they demonstrate how
theological-territorial assumptions may operate subtly rather than through overt territorial

argumentation alone.

The 47 Session of the 25" Knesset — 28 February 2023

The plenary session centers on the commemoration of the National Day for Contri-
bution and Activities of the Druze**> Community with the debate focusing on Druze inte-
gration into Israeli society, military service, and state development programs. However,
even within this context, Smotrich frames the discussion through theological territorial lan-
guage tied to the Jewish character of the state and the “Land of Israel”. One example of
such occurrence is when Smotrich discusses the relationship between the Druze community
and the State of Israel, stating “A shared destiny — we often speak of a covenant of blood”.
The phrase illuminates the Druze-Israeli relationship not merely as civic coexistence, but
as a deeper national and binding partnership. Smotrich further expands this when describ-

ing the partnership with “the State of Israel and the Land of Israel and all its inhabitants”.

245 The Druze are an Arabic-speaking ethnoreligious minority primarily located in Lebanon, Syria, and Israel,
emerging in the 11" century as a distinct religious community. See Encyclopedia Britannica, “Druze,” in
Britannica, https://www .britannica.com/topic/Druze.
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Importantly, he does not treat the “State of Israel” and the “Land of Israel” as interchange-
able concepts. Instead, he deliberately distinguishes between them, signaling an ideological
understanding, resembling the separation of the Church and State. Later, Smotrich states,
“This magnificent enterprise — the Zionist enterprise in the Land of Israel and in the State
of Israel”. Here again, Smotrich rhetorically advances different versions of Israel, suggest-
ing a secular Israel versus an ancestral Isracl. What makes this session deserving of being
analyzed is that a discussion centered on Druze community bares no practical necessity of
covenantal framing and Zionist territorial language. The persistent presence of such vocab-
ulary suggests that Smotrich’s rhetoric is deeply embedded within a subjective biblical-

historical worldview.

The 55t Session of the 25™ Knesset — 21 March 2023

The plenary session is consequential as it coincides with the maiden speech of Zvi
Sukkot, who enters the Knesset as an MK from the Religious Zionism Party, after assuming
the parliamentary seat vacated by Smotrich following his appointment as Finance Minister.
The session therefore represents not merely a ceremonial parliamentary transition, but an
important moment of ideological crisscrossing between two actors. Rather than delivering
a conventional congratulatory speech, Smotrich frames Sukkot’s arrival in deeply theolog-
ical and redemptive terms, almost as if he had come on religious mission. Throughout the
speech, politics are interpreted through concepts of holiness, redemption, divine guidance,
and biblical scripture. Smotrich’s invocation of a late Rabbi’s discussion concerning “the
footsteps in the Messianic era” is quite telling as the theological framework is immediately
projected onto Sukkot himself. Rather than merely quoting the Rabbi abstractly, Smotrich
praises Sukkot as embodying the exact qualities associated with this generation of redemp-
tion: courage, ideological persistence, “holy audacity”, and unwavering faith. Smotrich
states: “And as I sat here in my chair watching Zvi speak, that, I think, is exactly the de-
scription, Zvi”. It is therefore strongly suggested that Smotrich views Sukkot as embodying
the type of ideological actor needed for advancing what Religious Zionist thought stands
for in the process of Jewish national revival. For Smotrich, human effort is portrayed as
meaningful only when connected to divine will and redemption purposes. The references

99246

to “Moses”, the “Tabernacle””*®, and “Divine Presence” frame contemporary political lob-

246 The “Tabernacle* refers to the portable sanctuary constructed by the Israelites under the leadership of
Moses during their journey from Egypt to Canaan, found in the Book of Exodus. According to the Hebrew
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bying within a biblical-historical continuum. The theological dimension is further empha-
sized upon by describing political responsibility through religious obligation: “[ W]e know
that the Lord of the Universe ultimately directs reality [...] He demands this of us” and
“[T]here is clear belief that the Lord of the Universe runs the world and leads is to good
places”. Hence, politics ceases to appear as something crafted solely by human hands and
instead emerges as part of a sacred historical trajectory guided by divine will. Although the
transcript contains limited direct territorial discussions, traces of such rhetoric remain con-
stantly present on the surface: “[T]hat wonderful process of the return of the people of Israel
to their land” — which coincides as the last statement made by Smotrich in this session.
Consequently, the session is particularly valuable for the comparative dimension of the
thesis because it illustrates the broader theological environment shared both by Smotrich
and Sukkot. The parliamentary replacement is framed less as an ordinary political succes-
sion and more as a proud continuation of a collective religious-national project associated

with understandings of redemption and Jewish return to the rightful land.

The 59t Session of the 25™ Knesset — 27 March 2023

The plenary session centers primarily about the state budget, inflation, housing pol-
icy, infrastructure investment, and the broader fiscal governance following the first reading
of the Basic Law: The State Economy (Amendment No. 13). Smotrich speaks overwhelm-
ingly in his institutional role as Finance Minister, adopting a more administrative tone.
However, despite the predominantly economic character of the debate, important traces of
theological-territorial rhetoric emerge. Smotrich discusses the foundation of Zionism
claiming that “[it] has always rested on three pillars: settlement, security, and immigration™.
This statement introduces ideological vocabulary directly into budgetary and economic dis-
cussion. Even when speaking about fiscal policies, Smotrich is able to integrate discussion
of settlements within this triad, demonstrating how territorial ideas continue to remains
inseparable from the parliamentary discourse. Expressions such as “with God’s help” are
not foreign to Smotrich’s rhetoric. Individually, they could potentially be dismissed as rhe-
torical habit or culturally embedded language. However, within the specific context of the
session, their persistent usage becomes analytically important. Weaving divine language

with economic governance is not accidental, but premeditated for a reason. Smotrich states:

Bible, it was built following divine instructions and functioned as the central place of worship and religious
life for the Israelite community. See Jim Greene, “Tabernacle,” in EBSCO, 2023, https://www.ebsco.com/re-
search-starters/religion-and-philosophy/tabernacle.
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“As water reflects so is the heart if man to man”, a quotation derived from the Book of
Proverbs. This is a rhetorical strategy designed to legitimize policies by framing them as
moral or cosmic imperatives rather than bureaucratic decisions. By invoking such scriptural
quotations, it suggests that one’s external actions are a direct manifestation of their inner
moral character and righteousness. Furthermore, this quotation acts as a mirror metaphor —
just as water reflects a face, one person’s heart reflects and responds to the heart of another.
In this context, Smotrich frames parliamentary dialogue as reciprocal — if the opposition
approaches his debates sincerely, he will mirror that sincerity back. Political negotiation
goes beyond procedure, toward a test of intention, character, and moral reflection grounded
in biblical wisdom. Consequently, the session demonstrates that theological language per-
meates ordinary parliamentary governance, where biblical concepts continue to structure

political meaning, legitimacy, and interaction between actors.

= Year 2024
The 175 Session of the 25™ Knesset — 29 May 2024

The plenary session takes place during the ongoing post-October 7 wartime period
and centers on the Bill to Freeze Funds Paid by the Palestinian Authority in Connection
with Terrorism from Funds Transferred to It by the Government of Israel. The broader
parliamentary debate focuses on terrorism financing, the Palestinian authority, wartime
governance, and the future of the political order in Gaza and the West Bank. Within this
context, Smotrich employs territorial rhetoric through the repeated use of the term “Judea
and Samaria” in opposition to Palestinian statehood and explicit support for Jewish settle-
ment expansion. Although the session contains limited direct biblical quotation and overt
theological references, the territorial framing remains closely aligned with the understand-
ings of the land as inherently connected to Judaism. The clearest example appears when
Smotrich repeatedly refers to “Judea and Samaria”, a term analytically significant as it is
derived from biblical-historical regions corresponding to the ancient Israelite territory. The
usage therefore carries an implicit theological connotation that extends beyond a neutral
geographical description. The territorial rhetoric becomes more explicit during Smotrich’s
discussion of settlement expansion: “We will take these funds and allocate them to the state
budget; we will invest them in the rehabilitation of the settlements in the Gaza Envelope,
we will establish new communities [...] We will double and triple the number of Jews who

will settle in this region.” Here, territorial control is framed not merely as a security neces-
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sity, but as a process of demographic and national consolidation in which settlement ex-
pansion is present as a self-evidently justified necessity. The territorial dimension of the
rhetoric is further reinforced through the rejection of Palestinian sovereignty and the fram-
ing of territorial withdrawal as existentially dangerous: “God forbid that Kfar Saba should
become Kfar Aza...Tel Aviv, and Petah Tikva.” Particularly significant is the fusion be-
tween financial governance and territorial expansion, as Smotrich directly links state budg-
eting and confiscated funds to the expansion of Jewish settlements and communities. In
this sense, the session reflects an implicit merger between state and religion, where finan-
cial mechanisms of the state are rhetorically mobilized in support of territorially charged

ideological objectives associated with religious understandings of the land.

The 20379 Session of the 25™ Knesset — 9 September 2024

The plenary session takes place again during the ongoing post-October 7 wartime
period, focusing on discussions surrounding the revised 2024 war budget and state wartime
expenditures. Within this context, Smotrich explicitly connects questions of territorial con-
trol to religious interpretations of land and Israeli security, sovereignty, and most of all —
survival. Again, the territorial rhetoric appears most clearly through Smotrich’s repeated
invocation of “Judea and Samaria” with the usage of the term remaining analytically sig-
nificant. Smotrich argues: “I think that consolidating our hold in Judea and Samaria, cer-
tainly after October 7, is about safeguarding Israel’s security.” Here, territorial control is
framed simultaneously as national-security necessity and as a legitimate Israeli presence
that must be strengthened rather than negotiated. The territorial rhetoric is further rein-
forced through explicit opposition to Palestinian statehood: “The overwhelming majority
of the Israeli public understands that a Palestinian state will not be established. Period.”
Within this context, Smotrich constructs territorial withdrawal and Palestinian sovereignty
as existential threats to the State of Israel. This territorial framing becomes even more ex-
plicit in the following statement: “Where there are settlements, there is an army, there is
security, and there is intelligence. Judea and Samaria is the security buffer zone of the State
of Israel.” Hence, Jewish settlement presence in “Judea and Samaria” is not merely a de-
mographic expansion but an essential mechanism of national defense. Expansion is rhetor-
ically integrated into state security infrastructure itself, essentially blurring the lines be-
tween who counts as civilian and who counts as military. However, the most significant
aspect of the transcript emerges in Smotrich’s remarks regarding the budget itself: “No

Judea and Samaria, no Torah, no Jewish identity, things we are proud of.” This statement
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is particularly important for this thesis because Smotrich explicitly links “Judea and Sa-
maria” (territory) “Torah” (religion) and “Jewish identity” (nationalism) within the same
discussion while criticizing their exclusion from the wartime budget. Smotrich presents all
three components as interconnected and indispensable to the State of Israel. Although the
speech does not contain direct biblical quotations or explicit references to divine promise,
Smotrich’s direct invocation of “Torah” remains highly significant to the focus of this the-
sis. The Hebrew Bible is not merely a neutral reference but the foundational religious text
of Judaism. Its inclusion is not accidental; rather it is emphasized as something intrinsically
connected to questions of territory. In ordinary parliamentary budget discourse, one would
not typically expect references to the Hebrew Bible to appear alongside discussion of fi-
nance and fiscal allocation. Therefore, Smotrich’s decision to invoke it demonstrates the
extent to which religious considerations remain personally and ideologically intertwined

with the state.

=  Year 2025

The 2025 plenary sessions reveal the most significant transformation in Smotrich’s
parliamentary discourse. Initially, 9 plenary session transcripts containing direct parliamen-
tary interventions by Smotrich were identified. However, following the manual contextual
review, none of these 9 transcripts were found to contain explicit or implicit theological-
territorial rhetoric associated with the “Promised Land” narrative framework established in
this thesis. This absence is analytically significant, particularly when contrasted with pre-
vious years. The decision to briefly discuss all 9 sessions despite their limited relevance to
the research question was deliberate. Including the full set of identified interventions en-
sures a comprehensive account of Smotrich’s parliamentary activity during the period un-
der review. It also helps to contextualize the issues that dominated his contributions in 2025
and facilitates comparison with patterns observed in the previous four years. The dominant
themes shift towards wartime governance, fiscal management, coalition politics, and na-
tional crisis administration. While religious, theological, and Zionist language continue to
circulate within the broader parliamentary environment, particularly among members of
Shas and Otzma Yehudit, Smotrich himself does not deploy such rhetoric. Instead, his dis-

course reflects his consolidated role as Finance Minister and senior government official.
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The 248 Session of the 25" Knesset — 22 January 2025

The first session of 2025 demonstrates a notable shift in Smotrich’s parliamentary
rhetoric toward themes of national resilience, wartime unity, and identity-based national-
ism. His interventions primarily focus on defending the government’s wartime economic
policies in his capacity as Finance Minister, while emphasizing the need to preserve social
cohesion during the ongoing war in Gaza. Political and economic debates are framed
through the lens of national endurance, collective responsibility, and the long-term strength
of the State of Israel. Educational policies are presented not merely as administrative mat-
ters, but as instruments for sustaining and developing the nation during a crisis. At the same
time, Smotrich strongly defends the ultra-Orthodox and religious sectors against criticism,

portraying them as integral components of national fabric rather than burdens on the state.

The 258™ Session of the 25" Knesset — 17 February 2025

Smotrich’s rhetoric in this session is characterized by a predominantly security-ori-
ented and nationalist discourse. The debate unfolds in the context of motions of no confi-
dence concerning the hostage crisis, the ongoing war in Gaza, and the government’s han-
dling of negotiations with Hamas. Throughout his interventions, Smotrich rejects the pro-
posed hostage deal and argues that Israel must avoid any course of action that could be
interpreted as capitulation to Hamas. A central rhetorical pattern is the emphasis on deter-
rence, with Smotrich insisting that the war must end with the complete destruction of Ha-
mas in order to prevent future hostage-taking and restore Israeli security. The speech also
incorporates historical references, particularly to the Oslo Accords, which are evoked as
cautionary examples of past policy failures. In addition, Smotrich employs a highly con-
frontational parliamentary style aimed at discrediting political opponents and challenging

the legitimacy of alternative approaches to the conflict.

The 267™ Session of the 25" Knesset — 10 March 2025

During the plenary session, Smotrich is formally and physically present however
his participation is extremely limited and does not count as a substantive intervention within
the parliamentary debate. His contribution is negligible, lacking any identifiable rhetorical
framework, providing insufficient material for meaningful analysis. Nevertheless, the ab-
sence is itself an important finding, demonstrating that even within a debate directly touch-

ing upon issues of Torah study and religious identity, Smotrich refrains from employing
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theological rhetoric. This suggests that such deployment is highly selective and context-

dependent rather than an automatic response to a religiously charged discussion.

The 274t Session of the 25™ Knesset — 24 March 2025

The plenary session unfolds within a highly polarized political climate, particularly
concerning debates over military conscription, budget allocations, funding, and the rela-
tionship between the ultra-Orthodox sector and the state. Although Smotrich is a central
figure throughout the debate and is repeatedly referenced by opposition members, espe-
cially regarding government spending and financial priorities, his own parliamentary inter-
ventions remain limited, focusing on economic policy, coalition legitimacy, and the mainte-

nance of governance stability.

The 306™ Session of the 25™ Knesset — 9 July 2025

Smotrich is present during the session but largely absent from the substantive par-
liamentary debate, contributing neither extensively nor in a manner that offers significant
analytical insight. The session itself is shaped by wartime discourse and debates over col-
lective-burden sharing, yet despite Smotrich’s political relevance to these issues, his own
rhetoric remains limited in scope. As a result, the transcript provides insufficient material
for a detailed analysis of Smotrich’s personal discourse, particularly with regard to the the-

ological-territorial dimensions that form the central focus of this thesis.

The 311t Session of the 25" Knesset — 4 August 2025

This session features Smotrich operating fully in his capacity as Finance Minister,
particularly during discussions surrounding the Bill to Amend the Income Tax Ordinance
(Tax Credit for Reserve Duty as a Combatant). His rhetoric is considerably more adminis-
trative and policy-oriented. As the debate is primarily concerned with economic policy and

fiscal management, explicit theological or biblical rhetoric remains largely absent.

The 318t Session of the 25" Knesset — 29 September 2025

The parliamentary debate centers on the Deficit Reduction and Budgetary Expendi-
ture Limitation Bill and the Supplementary Budget Bill for Fiscal Year 2025, both intro-
duced in response to rising military expenditures and the broader economic consequences
of the prolonged conflict. Within this context, much like the preceding plenary session,

Smotrich operates primarily in his institutional capacity as Finance Minister.
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The 332" Session of the 25™ Knesset — 17 November 2025

Throughout this session, Smotrich remains a central political figure, although he is
not the primary speaker. Opposition members repeatedly invoke his name in connection to
government spending, economic policy, and his role within the government. A notable
characteristic of the debate is its highly confrontational tone, with government representa-
tives and opposition members, engaging in frequent verbal clashes marked by interruptions,
accusations, and personal attacks. Despite references to the Oslo Accords, Judea and Sa-
maria, and the withdrawal of settlements, Smotrich’s own rhetoric remains largely secular,

political, and administrative in nature.

The 347t Session of the 25™ Knesset — 23 December 2025

The final session of 2025 further illustrates that although Smotrich is formally pre-
sent and participating in the proceedings, he does not emerge as a dominant rhetorical actor.
His contributions remain relatively limited and conversational in nature. As a result, this
plenary session reinforces the broader pattern identified throughout the year. While Smo-
trich thrived and operated within a highly ideological parliamentary environment charac-
terized by religious-national themes, his own contributions remained administrative, tech-

nical, and institutionally focused.

6. 3. Zvi Sukkot’s Parliamentary Rhetoric (2023-2025)
6. 3.1. Introductory Rhetorical Mappings

Before proceeding to the qualitative analysis of Zvi Yedidya Sukkot’s parliamentary
rhetoric, it is first necessary to establish the frequency and scope of his parliamentary ac-
tivity between 2023 and 2025. Unlike Smotrich, who constitutes the primary actor within
this study, Sukkot serves as a secondary comparative case. Sukkot is included in order to
assess whether similar theological and or/biblical narratives related to territorial claims and
settlement expansion emerge elsewhere within the Religious Zionism Party environment.

The graph below presents the frequency of Sukkot’s parliamentary interventions during
the period between 2023 and 2025, including speeches, responses, debates, and other forms
of participation within Knesset plenary sessions. Due to the structure of the parliamentary
transcripts and the manner in which interventions appear within the official records, the

identification and counting process was conducted manually through close examination.
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Frequency of Zvi Yedidya Sukkot Parliamentary Interventions (2023-
2025)
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Figure 6.

Results

The graph demonstrates a clear upward trend in Sukkot’s parliamentary activity over the
observed period, intervening a total of 300 times between 2023 and 2025. In 2023, Sukkot
recorded 51 interventions, which increased substantially to 110 interventions in 2024. The
trajectory continued in 2024, reaching 139 interventions — the highest level observed during
the period under examination. Overall, the graph indicates that Sukkot became progres-
sively more active within parliamentary debates and proceedings, with the frequency of his

interventions increasing by approximately 172% between 2023 and 2025.

skoksk

In order to further narrow down the analysis from Sukkot’s broader parliamentary activity
toward the potential deployment of theological-territorial logic within his own discourse as
well, the following graph compares the total number of Sukkot-related plenary session tran-
scripts (52) per year (2023-2025) with the total number of transcripts containing theological

vocabulary.

Distribution of Smotrich-Related Plenary Transcripts with Theological
and/or Biblical References (2021-2025)
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Figure 7.
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Results

The graph demonstrates that theological and/or biblical references are quite scarce through-
out Sukkot’s parliamentary discourse between 2023 and 2025. Across the 51 transcripts in
total, only 5 were found to contain references relevant to the study. For 2023, 2 of the 18
analyzed transcripts were found to be pertinent. For 2024, none out of 21 analyzed tran-
scripts contained any theological and or/biblical references tied specifically to territory and
land. For 2025, 1 out of 12 in total. Overall, the number of relevant transcripts remains

extremely low (3) compared to the total number (51).

6. 3.2. Actor-Level Analysis 11
a. Sukkot as Member of Knesset (2023-2025)

=  Year 2023
The 55t Session of the 25™ Knesset — 21 March 2023

The 21 March plenary session is paramount because it contains Sukkot’s maiden
speech upon entering the Knesset as an MK for the Religious Zionism Party. This is also
significant because Sukkot entered the Knesset after Smotrich left his parliamentary seat,
meaning that his intervention symbolically places him within the same political and ideo-
logical space previously occupied by Smotrich. The speech is important on two levels; first,
as an individual self-introduction, and second, as a statement of ideological positioning
within the broader parliamentary environment.

Sukkot opens his speech through a personal family story of immigration. He recalls
his grandfather leaving the United States despite being urged to remain there, stating “I’m
getting on the plane to the Land of Israel.” Significantly, the destination is not described as
the “State” of Israel but as the “Land” of Israel. The terminology evokes a sense of inter-
generational belonging that transcends contemporary political and ideological structures,
presenting attachment to the land as the fulfillment of a longstanding aspiration shared
across a generation of Jewish people. Sukkot declares, “This is the story of the entire Jewish
people: All of them have gathered and come to you.” Actually, this quote, seemingly con-
versational carries deep symbolism. It comes from Isaiah 49:18 (NRSV), and in the biblical
context the you is Jerusalem (also known as “Zion”) in which the Land of Israel is person-
ified as a mother witnessing the return of her long-lost exiled children. Immigration is not
merely a movement toward a modern state, but a collective homecoming and reunification

to the ancestral homeland.
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The theological dimension becomes more pronounced when Sukkot invokes Rabbi
Saadia Gaon’s statement: “Our nation is a nation only through its Torah.” This formula-
tion places the Torah at the center of Jewish collective identity with the Jewish people
defined not only through citizenship but through a sacred textual and religious foundation.
Hence, Sukkot’s understanding of peoplehood is inseparable from the religious tradition
that later grounds belonging to the Land of Israel. Furthermore, Sukkot directly connects
Jewish return to biblical prophecy by quoting Isaiah 49:21 (NRSV): “And you will say in
your heart ‘Who has borne me these, when I am bereaved and desolate, exiled and for-
saken? And who has raised them?”” Again, incorporating the imagery of a mother, Sukkot
frames modern Jewish return through prophetic language. Treating the return to the land as
a simple political achievement or victory would therefore constitute an understatement.
Instead, it is presented as the fulfillment of a long-awaited prophetic vision of “2,700 years
ago.”

What is equally important is the fact that Sukkot evokes Rabbi Kook, calling him
the “First Chief Rabbi of Israel”, the central figure in Religious Zionist thought, declaring:
“I belong to a party that has made it its mission to follow in the footsteps of Rabbi Abraham
Isaac Kook, of blessed memory.”” Sukkot argues the importance of Rabbi Kook’s belief, by
emphasizing that Kook saw the many Jewish communities arriving to the land as different
“shades and colors” capable of “‘forming a perfect creation.” By choosing to invoke Rabbi
Kook in his very first speech as MK, Sukkot is essentially doing much more than merely
citing a thinker or an influential historical figure for the Jewish people. Rather, he identifies
Kook as a foundational source of inspiration and ideological guidance, signaling his own
alignment with the Religious Zionist worldview.

One of the strongest territorial references appears when Sukkot invokes a slightly
modified version of the biblical verse from Deuteronomy 27:9 (NRSV)**, stating: “Today
you have become a nation”, serving as a set of explicit instructions given by Moses to the
Jewish people to perform a ceremony at Mount Ebal, Samaria. This is highly relevant be-
cause Sukkot combines biblical scripture, peoplehood, and a concrete biblical geography.
Although scriptural origins of the phrase are not explicitly identified, they would likely be
recognizable to many members of the Knesset, familiar with Jewish religious tradition. For
external audiences, however, the biblical dimension may remain less immediately apparent

without additional contextualization.

247 The original verse states: “Keep silence and hear, O Israel! This very day you have become the people of

the Lord your God.” (Deuteronomy 27:9, NRSV)
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Toward the end of the speech, Sukkot personally extends his gratitude toward Fi-
nance Minister Bezalel Smotrich, acknowledging him as “a true leader in public life, who
brought me into the Religious Zionist faction in the Knesset.” The acknowledgment extends
beyond personal gratitude, as this statement suggests that Sukkot did not enter the Knesset
independently. Rather, his appointment was made possible through Smotrich vacating his
parliamentary seat. Int his sense, Sukkot’s acknowledgment implicitly recognizes that his
presence in the Knesset stems from Smotrich’s confidence in him as a suitable representa-

tive of the party’s political and ideological objectives.

The 84t Session of the 25" Knesset — 21 June 2023

The 21 June is the second relevant session which occurs following a terrorist attack
in the West Bank. Unlike Sukkot’s maiden speech, which contained explicit references to
biblical figures, religious authorities, and theological conceptions of Jewish return, this in-
tervention is situated within a security-oriented and highly emotional parliamentary con-
text. Having arrived personally at the scene of the attack shortly after it happened, Sukkot
recounts witnessing “bodies lying on the ground, a great deal of blood” and describes this
event as “one of the darkest and most terrible periods of Jewish history.” The dominant
theme that runs throughout the speech is terrorism, however also settlement security and
right of belonging.

At first glance, the intervention appears largely devoid of explicit theological and/or
biblical rhetoric. Sukkot does not invoke scripture, nor covenantal language, or divine
promise, or even direct biblical justification of Jewish territorial claims. Instead, the effec-
tiveness of rhetoric lies precisely in its apparent ordinariness. Because biblical geographical
terminology is presented as a natural and self-evident description of space, its underlying
theological assumptions often remain unstated. Theology has become so normalized that it
no longer needs to be spoken. Most notably, Sukkot declares: “I bring here the voice of the
settlements in Judea and Samaria”, and later reiterates his position as both a representative
and a “flesh-and-blood member of the settlement movement.” The significance of these
references lies in the fact that the terminology of “Judea and Samaria” is itself deeply rooted
within the Hebrew Bible and forms an integral component of the “Promised Land”. Sukkot
does not actively seek to justify Jewish presence in these territories through scripture or

sacred-historical argumentation. Rather, the legitimacy of settlements is assumed rather

than defended.
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=  Year 2024

The parliamentary interventions by Sukkot for 2024 deal with issues associated with
the ongoing Gaza War and national security. Throughout the year, Sukkot’s rhetoric is pri-
marily centered on security threats facing the State of Israel, including Hamas and Hezbol-
lah, counterterrorism measures, the condition of Israeli hostages held in Gaza, and the
broader conduct of the war. Considerable attention is also devoted to the role of interna-
tional actors and institutions, including criticism of the International Criminal Court (ICC)
and allegation regarding United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees
in the Near East (UNRWA) support for, or facilitation, of terrorist activities. In addition,
Sukkot frequently engages with questions of media and public communication channels,
particularly speaking against and advocating on Al Jazeera’s operations within Israel. The
welfare and operational conditions of IDF soldiers likewise constitute a recurring theme

throughout the year.

=  Year 2025

The 331th Session of the 25" Knesset - 12 November 2025

The final relevant intervention occurs during deliberations on a bill proposed by
Sukkot himself, concerning tax benefits for communities located in areas exposed to secu-
rity threats. This intervention places questions of settlements, territory, and the future of
“Judea and Samaria” at the very center of the parliamentary debate.

From the outset, Sukkot presents “Judea and Samaria” not merely as a geographical
region but as the focal point of Israel’s most consequential political struggle — ““at the center
of the greatest debate in the world today regarding the State.” He argues that international
pressure on Israel steams from the belief that “one day the Jews will be driven out of Judea
and Samaria, and a Palestinian state will be established here — a terrorist state at the heart
of the Land of Israel.” Again, biblical geography and territorial permanence are at the core
of Sukkot’s rhetoric.

A particular feature of the speech is the manner in which settlement expansion is
transformed from policy preference into national imperative. Sukkot repeatedly argues that
the central obstacle to securing Israel’s future is the insufficient Jewish presence in Judea
and Samaria. Once a sufficient demographic presence is achieved, “it will be clear to the
whole world that the Jewish people will remain in Judea and Samaria forever.” The solution
is therefore neither diplomatic, nor military in nature. Rather, Sukkot advances a demo-

graphical logic in which expansion of Jewish settlement is rooted in ancestral belonging to
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a biblical region, serving as the primary mechanism through which territorial claims are
consolidated and rendered irreversible.

The speech is equally notable for its invocation of biblical-geographical terminol-
ogy. References to “Judea and Samaria”, “the heart of Samaria”, and “the Land of Israel”
appear on multiple occasions throughout the session. Although Sukkot does not engage in
direct scriptural exegesis or invoke covenantal passages, the use of such terminology re-
mains highly significant.

Perhaps most importantly, the speech demonstrates that rather than attempting to
justify Jewish presence in “Judea and Samaria” through direct appeals of divine promise,
Sukkot treats their presence as self-evident. The debate is not about whether Jewish should
inhabit or not these territories, the debate is about encouraging as many Jews to settle there.
This is visible through Sukkot’s aspirations of bringing “as many people, businesses, and
established communities as possible in Judea and Samaria” as “a national mission”. Later
he expresses the desire to bring “millions more Jews” to what he calls “the heart of the
Land of Israel.”

Consequently, this session represents one of the clearest examples within Sukkot’s
parliamentary discourse of the mobilization of a theological-territorial narrative, placing

settlement expansion and territorial endurance at the forefront of the argument.

6. 4. Discussion of Findings

6.4.1. Expectation 1 (E1): Institutional Context

Expectation 1 proposed that greater institutional responsibility would be associated
with a lower frequency of explicit theological rhetoric. More concretely, actors in executive
or governmental positions are expected to use theological language less often and more
sparingly than actors operating primarily within legislative settings. This expectation was
very strongly supported by the empirical results.

A clear pattern was observed between 2021 and 2025. The theological rhetoric de-
creased progressively, rather than abruptly, as Bezalel Smotrich assumed greater institu-
tional responsibility, moving from Member of Knesset to Finance Minister. This gradual
change suggested an ongoing adaptation of rhetorical behavior to the institutional demands
of an executive office position.

The strongest evidence for theological rhetoric was in 2021, where Smotrich often

employed religious language, including direct scriptural quotations, references to biblical
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figures such as “Abraham” and “Jacob”, and appeals to religious texts and traditions. Ter-
ritorial claims were regularly advanced through overt theological language that connected
temporary political issues to divine promise, biblical history, and religious authority. By
contrast, in 2025, none of the analyzed Smotrich-related plenary sessions contained explicit
theological references associated with the “Promised Land” narrative. Territorial issues
continued to appear but they were discussed in a heavy administrative language. The sharp
contrast between 2021 and 2025 was illustrative of the dramatic change in Smotrich’s rhet-
oric.

In 2022, theological-territorial rhetoric was still on display but its form began to
change subtly. References to the “Land of Israel”, “Judea and Samaria”, and themes of
historical and religious belonging continued to be present throughout the transcripts. The-
ological language was still there, but it was increasingly indirect, favoring symbolic lan-
guage than overt biblical one.

This trend continued in 2023 after Smotrich’s formal transition from Member of
Knesset to Finance Minister. While territorial questions continued to recur in his parlia-
mentary discourse, there were no more direct appeals to scripture in the analyzed material.
References to territory became increasingly political, historical, and security-related rather
than explicitly theological. The findings suggested not an abandonment of territorial con-
cerns, but rather a transformation in the rhetorical framework through which such concerns
were expressed.

The pattern was even more pronounced in 2024, as issues of territory, settlements,
and “Judea and Samaria” continued to be present within Smotrich’s parliamentary activity.
However, these issues were largely addressed in an administrative, political, and policy-
oriented tone. Although there were still occasional references, including to the Torah itself.
they no longer served as the primary mechanism through which territorial claims were le-
gitimized.

By 2025, explicit theological rhetoric had effectively disappeared. Additionally,
Smotrich’s overall parliamentary presence became considerably more limited; he was ei-
ther physically absent from the debates or participated only in a minimal way. On the oc-
casions when he did intervene, his rhetoric was overwhelmingly administrative, focused on
his responsibilities as Finance Minister. Discussions about territory did not disappear but
they were framed predominantly through considerations of governance, taxation, security,

instead through appeals to divine promise, scripture, or covenantal obligation.
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The comparison with Zvi Sukkot provides additional context for interpreting these
findings. Unlike Smotrich, Sukkot remained within the legislative sphere and did not ex-
perience a transition into executive office. Nevertheless, his use of theological-territorial
rhetoric also varied between 2023 and 2025.

In 2023, Sukkot’s maiden speech drew extensively upon scriptural references, em-
ploying overt theological language when answering questions and framing issues regarding
Jewish belonging, nationhood, and territory. The speech revealed a strong integration of
religious symbolism and territorial discourse, resembling a form of rhetoric characteristic
to that Smotrich back in 2021.

By contrast, 2024 produced no comparable examples. While Sukkot remained ac-
tive within parliamentary proceedings, none of the analyzed sessions contained theological
rhetoric directly connected to territorial questions. The general themes of the proceedings
during this period focused on state security, media outlets criticism, and other policy con-
cerns.

In 2025, theological-territorial language reappeared, albeit in a modified form. Dur-
ing debates concerning settlement communities and tax benefits, Sukkot referred to the
“Land of Israel”, “Judea and Samaria, and the permanence of Jewish settlement. However,
unlike 2023, such references were not accompanied by direct scriptural quotations. Instead,
territorial claims were articulated primarily through biblical-geographical language.

Although the comparison remains limited, it suggests that institutional position
alone cannot fully account for changes in theological rhetoric. While Smotrich’s transition
into executive office coincided with a pronounced and sustained decline in explicit theo-
logical language, Sukkot’s rhetoric also evolved despite the absence of a comparable role
change.

The findings therefore indicate that institutional context plays an important role in
shaping the public expression of political beliefs, although it does not appear to be the sole
factor influencing rhetorical behavior. Importantly, Bezalel Smotrich’s transition from
Member of Knesset to Finance Minister did not eliminate his engagement with territorial
questions. Rather, it altered the manner in which such issues were publicly justified. Over
time, explicit theological legitimization gave way to increasingly institutional, administra-
tive, and policy-oriented forms of argumentation. The comparison with Zvi Sukkot suggest
that rhetorical change may also occur in the absence of an institutional role transition, in-
dicating that additional contextual factors likely contribute to such developments. Never-

theless, the considerably more pronounced and sustained decline observed in Smotrich’s
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discourse supports the expectation that executive responsibility influences how territorial
claims and settlement expansion are justified and communicated within parliamentary set-

tings.

6.4.2. Expectation 2 (E2): Ideological Persistence

Expectation 2 proposed that because religious and ideological beliefs are deeply
embedded within political worldviews, elements of the “Promised Land” narrative are ex-
pected to persist despite changes in institutional position and governmental responsibility.
Unlike Expectation 1, which focused on changes in the frequency and explicitness of the-
ological rhetoric, Expectation 2 concerns the durability of the underlying ideological frame-
work associated with the “Promised Land” narrative. While the form and explicitness of
theological rhetoric varied considerably across 2021-2025, the basic territorial concerns
remained remarkably consistent. The findings provide strong support for this expectation.

At first glance, the sharp decline of explicit theological rhetoric following Smo-
trich’s transition from Member of Knesset to Finance Minister appeared to challenge the
expectation of ideological persistence. Direct scriptural quotations, references to biblical
figures, and overt appeals to divine promise became increasingly rare and eventually dis-
appeared entirely. However, a close examination of the findings suggested that while the
form of rhetoric changed substantially, the underlying territorial worldview remained con-
siderably more stable.

Throughout the period between 2021 and 2025, Smotrich continued to engage with
questions relating to territory, settlements, sovereignty, and the future of “Judea and Sa-
maria”. These issues remained consistently present within his parliamentary discourse de-
spite the substantial decline in explicit theological rhetoric. What changed was not the im-
portance of territorial questions within his political worldview, but rather the manner
through which they were justified. In the earlier years, territorial claims were frequently
legitimized through direct references to biblical scripture, sacred history, and religious tra-
dition. By contrast, following his transition into executive office, similar territorial posi-
tions were articulated through political, security, administrative, and policy-oriented argu-
ments.

The findings suggest that the theological language associated with the “Promised
Land” narrative declined more substantially than the territorial commitment connected to

it. The disappearance of explicit scriptural references should not automatically be inter-
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preted as evidence that the underlying worldview itself disappeared. Rather, both Smo-
trich’s and Sukkot’s parliamentary discourse indicate that core territorial concerns re-
mained present despite considerable variation in the form of explicitness of theological
rhetoric. Throughout the examined period, Smotrich continued to engage with questions
relating to settlements, sovereignty, and the future of “Judea and Samaria”, even as explicit
theological references gradually disappeared from his parliamentary interventions.

A similar pattern can be observed in Sukkot’s discourse. In his 2023 maiden speech, Sukkot
employed scriptural quotations and overt theological language to discuss Jewish belonging,
nationhood, and territory. By 2025, direct scriptural references had largely disappeared, yet
references to the “Land of Israel”, “Judea and Samaria”, and the persuasion for establishing
more permanent Jewish settlements remained central to his rhetoric. While the form of
theological rhetoric varied across both actors over time, the broader territorial worldview
associated with the Religious Zionist understanding of the “Promised Land” remained re-
markably consistent.

These findings therefore indicate that institutional and political contexts appear to
alter public expression of ideological commitments more than the commitments them-
selves. While explicit theological rhetoric declined substantially, elements of the broader
worldview associated with the “Promised Land” narrative remained present in both Smo-
trich’s and Sukkot’s discourse. The findings provide strong support for this expectation and
suggest that deeply embedded ideological beliefs display a considerable degree of resili-
ence even when political actors adapt their rhetoric to changing institutional responsibilities

and political circumstances.

Chapter 7: Conclusion

The thesis set out to examine to what extent and how Bezalel Smotrich mobilized
the theological narrative of the “Promised Land” in Knesset plenary sessions between 2021
and 2025 to legitimize territorial claims and settlement expansion. More broadly, it sought
to explore how religious narratives function within formal political institutions and whether
actors associated with strong religious ideologies continued to employ theological rhetoric
after assuming positions of governmental responsibility. By focusing on parliamentary dis-
course rather than party platforms, ideological texts, or public perceptions, the study moved
beyond assumptions about what Religious Zionist politicians are expected to say and in-

stead examined what they actually said within the institutional setting of the Knesset.
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The findings demonstrate that the “Promised Land” narrative remained present
within the parliamentary discourse of the Religious Zionism Party, throughout the exam-
ined period, although its form, frequency, and mode of deployment varied considerably.
One of the study’s most notable findings is that the explicit term “Promised Land” itself
appeared only rarely within the analyzed corpus. Instead, political actors relied on a broader
constellation of theological and biblical references through which similar territorial ideas
were articulated and legitimized. References to the “Land of Israel”, “Judea and Samaria”,
to biblical figures such as “Abraham”, “Jacob”, and “Moses”, as well as scriptural and
covenantal language, proved far more prominent than direct invocations of the term “Prom-
ised Land”. This suggests that the narrative operates less as a fixed expression and more as
a broader ideological framework that can be communicated through multiple linguistic and
symbolic forms. The findings highlight the importance of examining wider theological vo-
cabularies rather than focusing exclusively on a single, well-known phrase.

A second major finding concerns the substantial transformation of Smotrich’s the-
ological-territorial rhetoric over time. The analysis identified a clear shift from explicit the-
ological justifications toward increasingly political, administrative, and security-oriented
forms of argumentation. In 2021, Smotrich regularly employed scriptural quotations, bib-
lical references, and overt appeals to sacred history when discussing questions of territory,
settlement, and sovereignty. Over the following years, explicit theological rhetoric had ef-
fectively disappeared from the analyzed parliamentary interventions. Importantly, this
transformation did not correspond to a decline in discussions concerning territory itself.
Rather, territorial claims continued to occupy a central place within Smotrich’s discourse,
but were increasingly justified through institutional, administrative, and policy-oriented ar-
guments.

These findings provide strong support for Expectation 1 (E1), which proposed that
greater institutional responsibility would be associated with a lower frequency of theolog-
ical rhetoric. The evidence suggests that Smotrich’s transition from Member of Knesset to
Finance Minister coincided with a substantial transformation of his rhetorical behavior.
Particularly noteworthy is the gradual nature of this development. Rather than occurring
immediately upon assuming governmental office, the decline unfolded progressively be-
tween 2021 and 2025, suggesting a gradual adaptation to changing institutional responsi-
bilities and political demands. At the same time, the comparison with Zvi Yedidya Sukkot
indicates that institutional position alone cannot fully account for changes in rhetorical be-

havior, as variation in theological rhetoric was also observed within the legislative sphere.
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Nevertheless, the considerably more pronounced and sustained decline observed in Smo-
trich’s discourse support theoretical perspective that emphasize the influence of institu-
tional roles and responsibilities on the public expression of political beliefs.

At the same time, the findings also provide support for Expectation 2 (E2), which
proposed that because religious and ideological beliefs are deeply embedded within politi-
cal worldviews, elements of the “Promised Land” narrative are expected to persist despite
changes in institutional position and governmental responsibility. Although explicit theo-
logical rhetoric declined substantially between 2021 and 2025, territorial concerns did not
disappear from Smotrich’s parliamentary discourse. References to sovereignty, territory,
settlement, and “Judea and Samaria” remained present throughout the examined period.
Similarly, while the explicitness of theological rhetoric varied within Sukkot’s parliamen-
tary interventions, territorial claims continued to occupy an important place within his dis-
course. What changed was therefore not the underlying concern with territory, but the rhe-
torical framework through which it was justified and communicated. The findings suggest
that institutional responsibilities and political contexts influenced public expression of ide-
ological commitments more than the commitments themselves. This is particularly signif-
icant because it demonstrates that ideological continuity and institutional adaptation are not
mutually exclusive processes. Political actors may remain committed to core ideological
beliefs while simultaneously adjusting the language through which those beliefs are artic-
ulated.

Moving beyond the research question itself, the study contributes to several aca-
demic discussions. First, it contributes to scholarship on the relationship between religion
and politics by providing an empirically grounded analysis of how religious narratives
function within contemporary political institutions. Rather than treating religious beliefs as
static ideological positions, the findings demonstrate how religious narratives are actively
adapted, reformulated, and strategically articulated within parliamentary discourse. In do-
ing so, the study highlights the importance of distinguishing between ideological commit-
ments and their public expression.

Second, the study contributes to scholarship on Religious Zionism by examining how one
of its most prominent contemporary representatives articulates territorial claims within a
formal political institution. Existing literature characterizes Religious Zionism as inher-
ently theological, messianic, and territorially maximalist. The findings support the exist-

ence of theological rhetoric within the movement, but they also reveal a more nuanced
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reality. Subjective theological beliefs do not necessarily translate into constant, deep-
seated, and uniform discourse.

Third, the study contributes to theoretical debates concerning the relationship between in-
stitutions and ideology. By combining perspectives on institutional adaptation with theories
of ideological persistence, the findings demonstrate that political behavior cannot be fully
explained by either institutional constraints or ideological commitments alone. Rather than
operating as competing explanations, the two appear to interact in shaping political dis-
course. The findings suggest that institutional contexts influence how political actors com-
municate and justify their positions, while ideological commitments continue to shape
which issues remains politically meaningful and worthy of defense.

Finally, the study contributes to broader discussions within International Relations and po-
litical science concerning the place of religion in contemporary political analysis. Although
religion is increasingly acknowledged as a relevant factor in political life, it often remains
underexplored in empirical studies of political discourse. By examining the mobilization of
a religious narrative within a formal parliamentary institution, the thesis demonstrates the
value of investigating religious ideas not only as systems of belief, but also as political and
communicative phenomena. In doing so, it encourages further research at the intersection
of religion, politics, ideology, and political communication.

Like all research, this study is subject to several limitations. First, the analysis fo-
cuses exclusively on actors associated with the Religious Zionism Party and therefore can-
not be generalized to Israeli politics as a whole. Other political parties, whether religiously
oriented or secular, may employ different rhetorical strategies and draw upon distinct ide-
ological framework when discussing questions of territory, identity, and sovereignty. Sec-
ond, although the broader corpus included multiple party representatives, the detailed anal-
ysis focused primarily on Bezalel Smotrich, and to a lesser extent, Zvi Yedidya Sukkot.
While this actor-centered approach was appropriate for addressing the research question,
future studies could expand the analysis to include a larger number of party members and
political actors and allow for a broader comparative assessment. Finally, the study exam-
ined only Knesset plenary sessions, a highly institutionalized setting in which political
speech is subject to formal procedures, expectations, and constraints. Political actors may
articulate similar ideological commitments differently in less formal environments such as
media interviews, election campaigns, social media communication, party events, or public

demonstrations.
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In terms of future research, one promising direction would be to adopt a compara-
tive perspective by examining how Palestinian political actors conceptualize and legitimize
territorial claims. Such studies could investigate whether territory is framed primarily
through religious, national, historical, or anti-colonial narratives, thereby providing a more
comprehensive understanding of competing claims of the same geographical space.

A second avenue for future research concerns the relationship between religious narratives
and electoral support. While the present study focused on elite discourse, it remains unclear
to what extent religious communities in Israel respond to, reproduce, sustain, prioritize, or
reject theological narratives when supporting Religious Zionist parties.

A third possible direction would be to investigate the relationship between religious identity
and political behavior among religious communities themselves. For example, future stud-
ies could examine the extent to which Jewish or Muslim communities in Europe support
political parties that explicitly employ religious rhetoric, or whether electoral preferences
are shaped primarily by non-religious considerations such as economic interests, security
concerns, social values, or identity politics. Such research could contribute to a broader
understanding of how religion influences political behavior in contemporary democratic
societies.

Taken together, these avenues suggest that the relationship between religion and politics
remains a fertile area for future inquiry. Expanding the analysis across different actors,
audiences, and political contexts may contribute to a more comprehensive understanding
of how religious beliefs, narratives, and identities continue to shape political behavior in
contemporary societies.

Ultimately, the findings highlight importance of examining religion as a dynamic
and context-dependent element of political life. Religious narratives do not operate in iso-
lation; their public expression is shaped by changing political circumstances, institutional
settings, and strategic considerations. At the same time, the study demonstrates that changes
in rhetoric do not necessarily imply corresponding changes in underlying beliefs. Paying
closer attention to this distinction can contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how
religious ideas are translated into political practice, not only Israel but in contemporary
politics more broadly. In this respect, the central question is not simply whether God is

spoken into power, but what becomes of that language once power has been attained.
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Appendix A: Retrieval and Processing of Knesset Plenary Sessions Tran-
scripts

A.l. Official Source Database

The primary empirical material for this study was obtained through the official website
and archival database of the Knesset (https://www.knesset.gov.il/). Accessing the material,
however, proved significantly more complex than initially anticipated and required a multi-
stage retrieval process.

In order to access the Knesset website in the first place, it was necessary to use a Virtual
Private Network (VPN). For this purpose, the software CyberGhost VPN (Version 8) was
downloaded and a paid subscription was purchased. The VPN was specifically selected as
not all VPN providers offer Israeli server locations or stable enough connections for pro-
longed access to governmental websites and large-scale document retrieval. When attempt-
ing to access the Knesset website through an Austrian IP address for example, an access
restriction appeared, preventing access all together. Browsing through an Israeli [P address
enabled successful entry into the website.

The website itself provides several interface language options, including Hebrew, Eng-
lish, Arabic, and Russian. Initially, the English-language version of the website was ex-
plored. This interface contained general information regarding the Knesset institution, par-
liamentary groups, political actors, and historical background of the building. However,
despite references to parliamentary records and plenary materials, no direct access to the
plenary transcript archive was available through the English-language interface. Infor-
mation provided on the website indicated that certain records could only be accessed on
specific days while physically present within the Knesset itself.

Following this limitation, the website interface was changed from English to Hebrew.
Once the Hebrew interface was activated, the structure and accessibility of the website
changed substantially, revealing significantly more material and functionalities. Through
the Hebrew-language version, direct access to the online plenary session archive became
available. Since the researcher does not possess Hebrew-language proficiency, the interface
was translated using the automatic translation function available through the Google
Chrome browser. While functional, the translation process was imperfect and occasionally
unstable, requiring a gradual familiarization with the website layout, navigation system,

and search structure exclusively in Hebrew.
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A.2. Actor-Based Filtering Procedure and Temporal Scope

Once access to the plenary archive was secured, transcripts were identified through the
search and filtering system embedded within the Hebrew-language database. The archive
allows filtering according to multiple variables, including speaker name, topic, date, and
Knesset number.

Due to the Hebrew-language format of the database and the limitations of automated
browser translation, identifying the relevant political actors required an additional verifica-
tion process. The Hebrew spelling of Bezalel Smotrich and Zvi Sukkot was independently
located through external online searches and manually compared against the list of political
actors displayed within filter section. Once identified, both actors were selected individu-
ally within the search system.

The search process further required the manual selection of the relevant Knesset period
and corresponding dates. Exact temporal filtering was conducted through the calendar sys-
tem integrated into the website interface. The study focused specifically on the period be-
tween 2021 and 2025, corresponding to the 24th and 25th Knesset periods.

After applying the relevant filters: actor name, Knesset number, and temporal scope - a
large number of plenary records became available. Each individual record had to be opened
separately in order to access and download the corresponding transcript. To preserve the
search filters and avoid losing the search progress, records were systematically opened in
separate browser tabs. Accidentally opening records directly within the same browsing
window redirected the user back to the main archive page, resulting in the loss of previously
applied filters and requiring the search process to be repeated.

In total, 129 plenary session transcripts were retrieved. The dataset included all plenary
sessions in which the selected political actors spoke during the defined timeframe.

One notable limitation of the archive was the inability to systematically search tran-
scripts by substantive topic or keyword within the plenary database itself. Although at-
tempts were made to identify topic-specific records, the database structure primarily sup-

ports actor and session-based retrieval rather than thematic filtering.

A3. Transcript Collection and Organization
All plenary session transcripts were downloaded in Microsoft Word format directly from
the Knesset archive and subsequently organized manually into a structured folder system

on the researcher’s computer. The material was categorized according to actor, year, polit-
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ical role, and language version in order to facilitate later stages of analysis. As the transla-
tion software used in the study did not support Word files efficiently, each transcript was
converted manually into PDF format prior to translation. Separate folders were therefore
created for Hebrew-language Word documents and Hebrew-language PDF documents. The
organization process became particularly important given the scale of the dataset and the
substantial variation in transcript length. Certain plenary sessions extended to several hun-

dred pages, while others exceeded one thousand pages in length.

A.4.Translation and Language Processing

To translate the plenary session transcripts from Hebrew into English, the software
DeepL was installed and used throughout the research process. A paid Business subscrip-
tion was purchased in order to enable large-scale document translation. However, due to
the volume of the material, the document limit associated with the subscription plan was
exceeded, requiring the creation of an additional account and the purchase of a second sub-
scription plan to complete the remaining translations. Several transcripts exceeded the max-
imum file size limit permitted by the software. In such cases, documents had to be manually
divided into smaller sections prior to translation. This meant that a single plenary session
occasionally had to be processed as multiple translated documents. Following translation,
an additional folder system was created for the English-language versions of the transcripts.
By the conclusion of the collection and translation phase, the dataset consisted of three
parallel archives: Hebrew-language Word documents; Hebrew-language PDF documents;

English-language translated PDF documents.

A.S. Coding and Analysis: MAXQDA and Microsoft Excel

Following the retrieval and organization of the plenary session transcripts, the analyti-
cal preparation phase was conducted through the qualitative data analysis software
MAXQODA. After acquiring the software, all 129 plenary session transcripts were imported
as PDF documents and organized into the same chronological and speaker-based folder
structure established during the earlier stages of corpus construction. Once imported into
MAXQDA, all documents were activated simultaneously through the software’s “Activate
All Documents” function. The analysis then proceeded through the “Text Search & Auto-
code” tool, which enabled the systematic identification of the previously 26 narrative-as-
sociated terms across the corpus. Each identified term was assigned its own individual code

and color category in order to facilitate visual distinction and analytical organization
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throughout the coding process. This procedure was repeated individually for all twenty-six
selected terms. However, the automated retrieval process constituted only the initial stage
of analysis. Following the coding procedure, each coded appearance was manually re-
viewed directly within MAXQDA in order to determine contextual relevance, speaker at-
tribution, and rhetorical significance. This step was particularly important due to the con-
textual ambiguity surrounding several terms, as the software itself is unable to distinguish
between biblical, political, historical, or unrelated usages without human interpretation.

Simultaneously, a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet was maintained throughout the process
in order to document additional analytical observations relating to term frequency, contex-
tual deployment, speaker usage, and broader rhetorical patterns emerging from the corpus.
Through the manual review of all 3,174 coded appearances, it became possible to identify
which references were substantively relevant to the research question and which repre-
sented contextual false positives or unrelated usages. The manually verified findings sub-
sequently formed the basis for the construction of the empirical graphs and broader dis-
course analysis presented throughout the thesis. Excel spreadsheets were additionally used
for the visual organization of the findings and the creation of frequency and usage-distri-
bution graphs.

In order to isolate Smotrich-specific rhetorical patterns from the broader parliamentary
corpus, an additional actor-centered analytical stage was conducted following the initial
coding process. All 77 plenary session transcripts containing parliamentary interventions
by Bezalel Smotrich were manually read in their entirety. From these 77 transcripts, 25
were identified as containing explicit theological-territorial rhetoric, including biblical ref-
erences, scriptural quotations, sacred-geographical terminology, and narrative-associated
expressions linked to the broader “Promised Land” framework examined throughout this
study. In order to construct a focused Smotrich-specific corpus, the relevant speech sections
from these 25 were manually extracted and transferred into individual Microsoft Word doc-
uments. The documents were subsequently converted into PDF format and re-imported into
MAXQDA for a second stage of focused coding and analysis. The same coding procedures
described above were then repeated on this reduced actor-specific corpus. Through this
second-stage analysis, 12 of the original 26 coded terms remained present.

Following the completion of this focused coding stage, the study proceeded toward the

qualitative discourse analysis of the selected speeches.
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