
The streets of ultra-Orthodox neighborhoods have been ablaze across Israel this week. 
In Jerusalem, Bnei Brak, Beit Shemesh, Ashdod and Betar Ilit, young Haredi men have 
clashed with police trying to enforce the coronavirus lockdown. 

However, the shocked headlines and response from politicians to the scenes of 
lawlessness ignore the fact that there’s nothing new about this sort of violence. In fact, it 
was an integral part of the tempestuous relationship between the Haredi autonomy and 
the Israeli state from its earliest days.  

Since the start of the 1950s, ultra-Orthodox protests against roads, shops and movie 
theaters remaining open on Shabbat often became violent riots. The same was true of 
their widespread struggle against the draft of women to the Israel Defense Forces. 
Those early battles sometimes even included attempts at planting makeshift bombs. 

The violence resumed in the ’70s with fierce Haredi campaigns against the dissection of 
cadavers and excavations for ancient ruins they claimed were disturbing graves. It took 
place not just against police on the streets, but also targeted the homes and vehicles of 
pathologists and archaeologists. 

In the ’80s it was the Shabbat wars again, as cars driving near ultra-Orthodox areas 
were stoned. The violence didn’t just come from the small, more extreme sects, but from 
wider swaths of the Haredi community as well. 

 
Young Haredim surrounding a Channel 13 news reporter in Bnei Brak, January 24, 2021.Credit: Remush Lerner 

And this was just the violence directed at the secular state. It’s part and parcel of 
internal confrontations, too; of succession battles in Hasidic courts; and fights for control 
of the old yeshivas. How could it be otherwise in a community with thousands of bored 
young men who are just looking for an outlet for their pent-up energy and raging 
hormones?  

From the mid-’90s, the violence subsided. The mainstream Haredi groups discovered 
they could gain a lot more by using their growing political influence. Demographics 
also played a role. The most effective method to close down roads on Shabbat was to 
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buy apartments in “mixed” neighborhoods, and they ultimately became no-go zones on 
the Sabbath. 

Not that the violence disappeared, but it became more limited and localized. In recent 
years, it was mainly the Lithuanian (non-Hasidic) Peleg Yerushalmi sect, which blocked 
Jerusalem’s main roads and tussled with police each time one of its members was 
arrested for refusing to even pick up exemption papers from military service. Or the 
ongoing assault of women trying to hold monthly prayers at the Western Wall.  

What’s different this time 

What’s different about this outbreak of Haredi violence? For a start, there haven’t been 
confrontations on this scale for a quarter of a century, since the major Shabbat protests. 

Another unique feature is that all parts of the ultra-Orthodox community are involved. 
Young Hasidim, students of the “Lithuanian” and Mizrahi yeshivas – they’re all there. 
And if once the clashes took place mainly in Jerusalem, now they’ve spread to every 
major Haredi town and neighborhood across Israel. 

And then, of course, there’s the racist element: the mobs baying for the blood of Arab 
drivers. This wasn’t a feature of previous bouts of violence; instead, it’s a sign of how 
close the far right and Haredim have grown in recent years.  

 
A member of the ultra-Orthodox community walking with security officers after a protest against the 

light rail going through a Haredi community in Jerusalem, January 25, 2021. Credit: Ohad Zwigenberg 

But what really sets this wave of violence apart is that it’s not just the traditional collision 
between Haredi autonomy and the authority and values of the state. This time, we’re 
seeing the breakdown of ultra-Orthodox leadership, and its internal anguish over how 
to handle the pandemic playing out on the streets on live television. With all of Israel 
watching. 
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This isn’t a local or minor event. It’s not a Shabbat battle for some highway in Jerusalem 
that most Israelis will never drive on anyway. This time, it’s all-out war against the 
coronavirus lockdown that affects all of us.  

“Rabbi Kanievsky isn’t available,” cried a visibly exasperated Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu on Sunday. That was when reporters pressed him on his phone calls with the 
rabbi’s grandson, Yanky Kanievsky, in which he beseeched him to get his grandfather to 
order the ultra-Orthodox to close their schools. 

Netanyahu is right. The 93-year-old Rabbi Chaim Kanievsky isn’t available to lead the 
Haredi community. He’s detached from the world around him, and is certainly unaware 
of all the difficult decisions that need to be made when leading a community of 
hundreds of thousands through a global pandemic.  

Kanievsky’s detachment is exactly the reason the senior politicians of Degel Hatorah, 
the Lithuanian party, engineered his elevation to the position of spiritual leader. They 
preferred him over Rabbi Gershon Edelstein, who’s a bit more aware and independent 
despite being 97. Kanievsky is a conveniently maneuvered fake leader who can be 
blamed for the unpopular decisions, and the indecision. 

The politicians built up Kanievsky and invented an empty title for him: sar hatorah – 
minister of Torah. Now they’re stuck with young Haredim rioting in the heart of Bnei 
Brak, near Kanievsky’s home, setting buses alight, trying to drag police officers from 
their vehicles and even stoning the Haredi mayor and his deputy. And they don’t have 
an authoritative leader at hand to rein them in.  

 
A firefighter standing next to a burned-out bus after putting out a blaze in Bnei Brak, January 24, 2021. 

Credit: Remush Lerner 

The rabbis and politicians didn’t want this violence. They understand the deep damage 
that it’s doing to their cause, especially on the eve of a crucial election in which they’re 
seen as Netanyahu’s last loyal allies. That’s why Haredi politicians and the rabbis’ other 
proxies have been touring the television studios, making the same old tired excuses – 
that the rioters are all delinquents from the extreme fringes of the ultra-Orthodox camp. 

https://www.haaretz.com/misc/tags/TAG-benjamin-netanyahu-1.5599046
https://www.haaretz.com/misc/tags/TAG-benjamin-netanyahu-1.5599046


One Haredi publicist redefined chutzpah by tweeting that here was the proof that ultra-
Orthodox schools have to remain open, in order to prevent such outbreaks. Lawmaker 
Moshe Gafni went even further in an angry Knesset speech where he accused secular 
Israel of pushing his community into narrow crowded tenements.  

They didn’t want this violence. But they laid the ground for it and created the vacuum in 
which it’s taking place. For the last 10 months, Haredi rabbis and politicians have been 
fighting the state to safeguard their autonomy as an extraterritorial zone where the 
rules of lockdown and social distancing don’t apply. 

They have only themselves to blame now the rioters have interpreted that as a license 
to fight the policy on the streets of the autonomy and vandalize public infrastructure. 

This wave of violence is just another round in the 73-year-long refusal of the Haredi 
community to recognize the state’s authority. What’s changed this time is that while 
they’re defying the state out on the streets, they also have their own ultra-Orthodox 
ministers sitting in the state’s cabinet and voting for those very laws their constituents 
are rejecting. 

The rabbis fought to be autonomous, and now their own young followers are forcing 
them to pay the price of autonomy.


