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Abstract: 
 
Based on the analysis of policy papers, parliamentary deliberations, interviews with policy 
makers and  a yearlong participant observation at two Job Centers,  I focus on the ways in 
which different  institutional logics such as efficiency, flexibility, individualization and 
competition amongst service providers were assembled under the Israeli regime of activation  
and how these logics were translated into a disciplinary workfare mode of govermentality 
seeking to reconstitute social assistance reliant citizens into self sufficient  and responsible 
subjects    
 
I sustain that a 'workfare' disciplinary governmentality was not the only possible mode of 
managing persons that could have been derived from the new logics of welfare governance.   
Self reliant, responsible citizen workers could have been constituted by alternative 
technologies of power, such as pedagogical ones.    In order to understand how and why the 
new welfare governance was translated into a  disciplinary regime that subordinated 
pedagogical technologies to  disciplinary ones,  the narrative delegitimation of the old mode of 
governance as well as the state agents  promoting it should be taken into account.   A coalition 
of institutional entrepreneurs in Israel, under the leadership and hegemony of the fiscal 
bureaucrats, promoted a narrative of the  crisis of the old mode of governance as hierarchical, 
bureaucratic and state monopolistic and its corresponding citizenship regime as based on the 
bureaucratic  and at times clientalistic administration of  social rights. This citizenship regime 
was deemed to nurture a passive subjectivity and a long term dependence on social benefits.    
Therefore, a changed governance of welfare was not enough, but technologies nurturing a 
new subjectivity were necessary.  As responsibility was the pillar of the new citizen 
subjectivity, a strong discipline was deemed necessary to wean subjects from old habits. Only 
after responsibility has been restored could self reliance be nurtured through pedagogical 
practices.   
 
It is concluded that the discourses and narratives delegitimizing old modes of governance and 
promoting new ones should be taken into account to understand the ways in which the 
governance of institutions is translated in to the government of persons.   
 
 
Key words:  welfare governance, government of persons, discourse analysis, work first, Israel
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Weaning the Poor from the State:   Activation and the Production of Responsible and Self-
Sufficient Citizens in Israel. 
 

This article centers on the politics and policies of activation in Israel. In more specific 

terms, I center in the struggle to institute a new mode of welfare governance.   The new mode 

of welfare governance assembled under it aegis different institutional logics such as efficiency, 

flexibility, individualization and competition amongst service providers and was geared to a 

change of the role of the state in the provision, administration and delivery of social assistance 

benefits.   This new mode of welfare governance was translated into a disciplinary workfare 

mode of governmentality aimed at reconstituting social assistance reliant citizens into 

responsible and self-reliant subjects.  

To understand how and the new welfare governance was translated into a disciplinary 

regime,   I also ask  how the  cultural and political grammar enunciating the role of the state in 

the provision, administration and delivery of social assistance benefits ,  the citizenship regime 

and conceptions of the subject to be governed was interpreted   by different institutional 

actors.  

A further question I ask is why a 'workfare' disciplinary governmentality was privileged 

as the main mode of managing persons, and what technologies of power were deployed to 

operationalize it.   Self reliant, responsible citizens could have been constituted by alternative 

technologies of power, such as pedagogical and therapeutic ones.   

 In this article, dealing with the Israeli case, I suggest that the narrative delegitimation 

of the old mode of governance as well as the state agents promoting it should be taken into 

account when trying to understand the translation of the governance of institutions to 

technologies of the person.   A coalition of institutional entrepreneurs in Israel, under the 

leadership and hegemony of the fiscal bureaucrats, promoted a narrative of the crisis of the 

old mode of governance as hierarchical, bureaucratic and state monopolistic and its 
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corresponding citizenship regime as based on the bureaucratic and universalistic 

administration and delivery of social rights. This citizenship regime was deemed to nurture a 

passive subjectivity and a long-term dependence on social benefits.    Given this 

problematization of the outcomes of the extant mode of governance, a change in institutions 

was not enough, but technologies cultivating a new subjectivity were necessary.  As 

responsibility was to be the pillar of the new citizen's subjectivity, a strong discipline was 

considered necessary to wean subjects from old habits. Only after responsibility has been 

restored, could self reliance be fostered through pedagogical practices.  

This article is composed of three sections. In the first section, activation as the 

government of institutions and as the government of persons is discussed. This section 

problematizes the  implicit derivation of modes of government of persons from the 

governance of institutions. I suggest that attention should be paid to the politics of specific 

activation programs. Moreover, as activation is a polyvalent construct, it can give rise to 

different assemblages or programs for the government of persons.  

The second section presents the struggles over the politics of activation in Israel.  It 

centers in the discourse questioning  the old mode of governance and its underlying political 

and cultural grammar.  The third section presents two different alternatives for the activation 

of the long term unemployed that emerged in the process of policy making:  the assessment 

and training first, based on therapeutic and pedagogical technologies and work-first, based on 

a strict disciplinary technology.  It is concluded that changes in Israel's political economy,  a 

change in the balance of power between state agents and cultural schemas, enabled financial  

bureaucrats to form a coalition  around their version of poverty knowledge and  to promote a 

workfare program premised on a strong disciplinary technology.  
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Activation: Governing Institutions and Governing People 

Activation is identified as an integral  part and parcel of the neoliberal project changing 

the programmatic underpinnings of the welfare state and the principles governing it (Jessop 

1999; Jessop 2003; Larner 2000; Peck 2001; Serrano-Pascual 2007b). As a new paradigm of 

intervention in society, activation also implies a change in the principles regulating the 

institutions of social provision (Barbier 2007; Berkel and Borghi 2007; Lindsay and Mainland 

2004). 

Those broad processes of institutional change have been also conceptualized as a 

change in governance, i.e., "a shift in the locus of power, implying that the state may no longer 

occupy a privileged position" (Daly 2003, p. 116).  The transformation of government is 

associated with  a shift in responsibility [for social provision] from the state to the private 

(market and family) and the voluntary sectors (Stoker 1998, p. 21).  

Welfare provision –as opposed to other state functions – usually  entailed  a division of labor 

between various state and non state actors  (Dingeldey and Rothgang 2009, pp. 6-7).  

Activation as  a new form of welfare governance is understood as a multi-layered 

dynamic of change denoting a shift in the politics, policies and delivery of welfare provision 

(Daly 2003; Dingeldey and Rothgang 2009).  It ranges from: 1-  a transformation in the what or 

the meaning of the welfare state from 'politics against markets' to a recalibration of the 

relations between the state, the market and the family (Andersen et al. 2002; Hemerijck 2002; 

Peck 2001); 2-  change in the rules regulating the institutions of welfare provision and the 

introduction of new logics of action such as contractualism, marketization, individualization 

and personalization (Clarke and Newman 2006; Newman 2004; Newman 2007); and 3-  

changes in the how of welfare such as the institution of new relations of power between 

institutions within and beyond the state in the design and delivery of social benefits and 

services (Berkel 2007; Berkel and Borghi 2007; Bonvin and Moachon 2007). 
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Governance as a theoretical construct is interpreted as an organizing framework 

providing a language and form of reference for understanding processes of government and as 

devoid of  cultural and political assumptions (Stoker 1998, p. 18).  

This conception of governance limits our understanding of the relations between the 

governance of institutions and the governance of persons. Moreover, it limits our 

understanding of the new state project embodied in the apparently neutral narrative of 

change (Clarke and Newman 2006; Newman 2004).  Feminist and post-structuralist scholars 

have already promoted the idea that states and the means of administration embody a 

grammar that is by no means neutral but central to the understanding of alternative 

problematizations, programs and regimes of the person (Clarke and Newman 2006; Corrigan 

1994; Larner 2000; Newman 2004; Orloff 2005).  

Activation, as a change in the governance of  the institutions of social provisions, is 

discursively articulated by narratives promoting  a vision of the social and the mechanisms 

governing it.  These narratives are  comprised of  legitimizing and delegitimizing discourses 

played out within a single narrative.    The delegitimizing  discourse  recruits   policy failures,  

and the lived experiences  to which they give rise to,  as symptoms of the  crisis of the old 

mode of welfare governance.  It is from this questioning, that an alternative discourse of 

government with its underlying cultural grammar emerges. It promotes new ways of governing 

society -   through the reconstitutions of power relations, the object of government, and the 

organization and mobilization of social life.  The power of this discourse lays in its capacity to 

imagine an alternative order and to act upon it (Hay 1999; Miller and Rose 2008b; Somers and 

Block 2005)}.  

The challenge to the old mode of governance contains the seeds of the new one.  This 

new mode is described as a new state project, "the autonomization of the state from direct 

controls over, and responsibility for, actions and calculations of business, welfare 
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organizations, and so forth" (Miller and Rose 2008c, p. 80).  This regained autonomy,  redraws 

the institutional architecture of  the welfare state  in two senses: 1-  a change in the  weight of 

markets and families as opposed to states,   and  2-  the promotion, and attempt to reorganize 

and coordinate  the institutions of social provisions  around the logics of markets such as 

contracts, targets, measures all of them on behalf of diversification of services , the 

competition between service providers and the enhancement of consumer choice (Berkel and 

Borghi 2007; Bonvin and Moachon 2007; Clarke and Newman 2006; Newman 2007; Rose 1996 

).    

The reformulation of the rights and obligations of citizenship as well as the terms of 

entitlement benefits is  at the center of the new discourse.  Discourse centers on  formulae 

such as 'there are no rights without responsibility,' 'mutual obligation',  'responsible 

citizenship' (Dwyer 2004; Heron and Dwyer 1999; Newman 2007; Yeatman 2000).  This new 

balance is  further substantiated in the conditionality of rights and in what is  termed as the 

transition from passive to active citizenship (Dwyer 2004; Heron and Dwyer 1999).  In Rose's 

terms , activation ultimately implies a 'respecification of the ethics of personhood, or a 

renewed conception of the subject to be governed based on  psychological, dispositional and 

motivational capacities such as autonomy, responsibility,  entrepreneurialism, consumerism 

and a new prudentialism' (Rose 1996, p. 60).   

The new grammar of activation does not automatically translate into a uniform 

pragmatics, i.e.,  into programs and  instruments to be deployed to constitute the subject of 

government (see e.g.,Johansson and Hvinden 2005; Larsen and Mailand 2007; Lindsay 2007; 

Serrano-Pascual 2007a). Activation programs are complex assemblages of  different logics of 

action.   

 In the attempt to characterize 'the messy actualities' (Larner 2000) of particular  

translations of the grammar of activation, scholars agree that programs may be classified 
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through the combination of three main dimensions.  These dimensions range from: 1- 

activation as a shift in the division of labor in the provision of welfare;  2- a change in the scope 

and quality of the social rights of citizenship; 3-  activation as the governance of persons.  

  According to Dingeldey (2007) and  Aurich (2010) activation programs vary along two 

different dimensions:  the quality of social rights (the degree of decommodification and the 

responsibility for activities and its locus (public-private). This classification allows for a  

refinement of  the dichotomies centering on work-first vs. human capital programs, or 

workfare vs. enabling programs.  However, less emphasis  is put on the regime of the person or 

the subject to be governed by such programs.  Serrano Pascual (2007a) classifies  'activation 

regimes' according to the mode of managing the individual and the kind of mutuality involved 

in the contract between the individual and the state.  

While the above classifications are valuable,  they do not emphasize the mechanisms 

translating the activation of institutions  into the activation of persons.  

The understanding of the varied pragmatics of activation  maybe enhanced  by 

centering in the politics surrounding activation programs as well as the kind of knowledge 

mobilized by policy entrepreneurs to promote a new mode of welfare governance.  As 

activation carries multiple and varied meanings (Newman 2007; Newman 2010)},  the expert 

knowledge and in this case the poverty knowledge framing the 'imperative for reform' is 

important in understanding how the grammar of activation is translated  into technologies of 

subjection.   The kind of poverty knowledge framing the thrust for reform may also explain 

why under certain circumstances particular ideas are able to appeal  to different actors holding 

different visions of the welfare state, and bring them to agree on new but polysemic measures 

(Palier 2005; Somers and Block 2005).  Expert knowledge and its capacity to form an 

ambiguous consensus around it, may enhance our understanding of  why a cultural and 
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political grammar of activation is translated into different technologies of subjectification and 

subjection (Ong 2006).     

The Politics of Governance:  The Narration of  Institutional Crisis and the Promotion of an 
Alternative Mode of Governance 

 
From the mid 1980s and throughout the 1990s, unemployment grew in Israel. 

Unemployment growth during this period has been attributed to changes in the Israeli political 

economy, persistent recession, and the massive wave of immigration from the Former Soviet 

Union. Within the context of a nearly hegemonic neoliberal rhetoric of liberalization, state 

reduction, and labor market deregulation, the unemployment insurance system and  public 

employment services were singled out as one of the most pressing problems on the national 

agenda (Rosenhek 2004, p. 88).  

In 1993, a section of the State Comptroller’s Annual Report was devoted to the 

inadequacies of the Labor Exchange Service. The State Comptroller attributed them to a 

variety of factors, the most important among them being the Service’s loss of exclusivity in its 

role as a mediator between employers and job seekers.  In 1991, private employment bureaus 

were recognized by law, thereby creating alternatives to the public employment service. The 

State Comptroller remarked that not only did the public employment service not revise its role 

in light of this new competition with other agencies, but also that, over the years, the service's 

resources had shrunk while some of its functions contradicted one another (Koreh 2001; State 

Comptroller 1993). 

From 1972, the PES had been in charge of administering eligibility tests for the short 

term unemployed, and from 1982 for administering eligibility tests for the long term 

unemployed and working age recipients of social assistance benefits. Moreover, the PES was 

also responsible for issuing work permits to non-Israeli workers and setting quotas for 

employers of migrant workers. 
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The report addressed other issues, such as the decreasing number of available jobs 

registered at the PES branches, the decreasing number of unemployed workers being 

connected with employers through the PES, and the low credibility and trust of employers in it. 

The State Comptroller's report suggested that mounting contradictions (multiple logics) and a 

lack of resources were responsible for the failure of the PES to fulfill its mandate as an 

intermediary between employers and job seekers. The State Comptroller report concluded 

that the current situation was breeding a culture of "comfort unemployment" (State 

Comptroller 1993).  

Simultaneously with the targeting of the unemployment insurance and the public 

employment service as the main symptom  of the crisis of the old mode of welfare 

governance,  yet another narrative of crisis began to unfold.   This narrative centered of the 

swelling of social assistance  expenditure and rolls. Throughout the 1980s and the 1990s, the 

social assistance scheme in Israel (Havtachat Hachnasa) went through a process of qualitative 

and quantitative expansion (Gal and Achdut 2007). Not only was there a growth in benefit 

levels, but more social categories were entitled to benefits. Passed into law in 1982, the Social 

Assistance Act entitled families and individuals in need and who were not covered by other 

income maintenance programs to a basic income (Gal and Doron 2000). In 1984, the average 

number of families receiving social assistance allowances was 14,328 per month, growing to 

141,840 families in 2001 (Sherman 2007). The growth in social assistance expenditure has 

been attributed to the role played by the social assistance scheme in the absorption of the 

mass wave of immigration from the FSU and Ethiopia during the late 1980s and the early 

1990s.  The deployment of the social security system for the sake of the absorption of Jewish 

immigrants, is integral to long term policy legacies in Israel (Rosenhek 1998). The combined 

effects of waves of mass immigration and fluctuations in the labor market were long 

unemployment spells amongst the immigrants and also amongst veteran Israelis (Gal and 
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Achdut 2007; Gottlieb 2001; Morgenstein et al. 2003; Sherman 2007; Swirski, Frankel and 

Swirski 2001).  

In 1997 – amidst a new wave of unemployment – an inter-ministerial committee was 

appointed and mandated to explore alternatives to 'the current functioning of the public 

employment  service.’ Alternatives were to be sought to two of the main functions of the 

service – labor market mediation and delivery and certification of eligibility tests for 

unemployment benefits. The committee's mandate also included the consideration of the 

possibility that private labor exchange offices and manpower resources companies would be 

given responsibility for the administration and delivery of eligibility tests for unemployment 

benefits (Koreh 2001; State Comptroller 2000).  

According to different sources (Igal ben Shalom 2009; Kramer 2009; Shaviv 2009; State 

Comptroller 2000), the deliberations of the inter-ministerial committee were, from the outset, 

beset by conflicts between different institutional agents. All participants agreed that the Labor 

Exchange Service was failing to fulfill its mission - job placement – in times of soaring 

unemployment figures (Igal ben Shalom 2009; Koreh 2001; State Comptroller 2000).   While 

different institutional entrepreneurs agreed on the symptoms, they were deeply divided over 

the nature of the problem, its causes and the possible solutions to it.  

The diagnosis presented by the representative of the Ministry of Finance, centered on 

the functioning of the public employment service, its recklessness in the emission of work test 

certificates, and lack of professional knowledge in the field of unemployment and especially 

long term unemployment: 

I began to work in the Ministry of Finance in 1995. By then, the Public Employment 
service has been striking  for several months. The PES enjoys monopolistic status and in 
case of a  strike, unemployment and social assistance benefits were paid  
automatically, and  expenditures grew.  Besides that there was a lot of criticism 
towards the public employment service in the State Comptroller's Report… And we kept 
thinking what can be done? There you had  civil  servants signing work test certificates, 
and it could be that their very action was not very  helpful to the functioning of the 
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labor market. Maybe it was not their fault, it maybe that they did not have the 
instruments to help people to return to the labor market (M.S. 2009, Former Officer at 
the Budgetary  Unit – Ministry Of Finance). 

This diagnosis - advanced by the  by the Budgetary Unit of the Ministry of Finance -  

already advanced a criticism of the mode of governance of unemployment.  This criticism 

contained the seeds of an alternative  set of institutions to cope with unemployment and labor 

market reintegration.   

Representatives of the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs and the PES, framed the 

problem as one pertaining to the economic crisis besetting Israel at that time:  

We were going  through a period of high unemployment, and you had to cross your 
fingers [be really lucky] to find a job.  There was unemployment because employers 
were firing and not hiring. (I.B.S – First Chair of the Intergovernmental Committee and 
Director of Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs)  

.  

The inter-ministerial committee submitted its report in September 1998, and recommended 

that the Labor Exchange Service should maintain its status as a public service and retain its 

monopoly over the certification and delivery of eligibility certificates for unemployment and 

social assistance benefits.  However, representatives of the Ministry of Finance opposed the 

recommendations and continued with their plan to commission the experiment to a private 

employment agency: 

We wanted to privatize the PES and hire a private manpower resources company – like 
ORS or Manpower – and entrust them with the dispensation of eligibility tests.  By 
then, we only  had unemployment benefits in mind. There were two options:  an 
experiment to be run in 4 different areas in the country and immediately after that the 
privatization of  the PES. The second option was to optimize the functioning of the PES 
(M.S. 2009, Former Officer at the Budgetary  Unit – Ministry Of Finance). 

The labor exchange service representatives strongly opposed the idea of the 

experiment to be conducted by a private concessionaire and opted for the improvement of the 

functioning of the PES. At this moment, the deliberations of the inter-ministerial committee 

stalled and the chair of the inter-ministerial committee resigned. Given the disagreements 
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between the Ministry of Finance and the Labor Exchange Office, and the refusal of the Ministry 

of Finance to agree to the recommendations of the inter-ministerial committee, a new effort 

was made to reach an agreement. The ministerial committee on Administration, Consultation 

and Auditing decided that the inter-ministerial committee would submit a new proposal within 

three months to institute reforms in the labor exchange office that would be agreed upon by 

the Ministry of Finance, the National Insurance Institute and the Ministry of Labor and Social 

Affairs (Government of Israel 1998; Koreh 2001; State Comptroller 2000).  

From this moment on, the two different narratives that were competing to define the 

nature of crisis, as well as the solutions to it, began to gain intensity. The inter-ministerial 

committee submitted a new proposal in December 1998. The new proposal acknowledged 

that the Labor Exchange Service works within a competitive environment made up of 

hundreds of private labor bureaus and manpower resources companies. The committee's 

report underscored the importance of the existence of a public, not for profit, organization 

providing labor placement services, given the profit orientation of private employment 

bureaus. The need for such a state-based organization was justified in terms of equal access to 

such services for all of the population, but especially its disadvantaged strata. It is this 

population that is in need of the services of the governmental labor exchange, as its chances of 

being placed by private companies are meager. The conclusion was that the Public 

Employment Service should expand the scope of the services it offers and delivers to 

claimants. Still, and conscious of the fact that 'services for poor people are poor services,' the 

proposal emphasized the importance of the monopoly of the labor exchange service over the 

delivery and certification of eligibility certificates for all claimants, even those in higher 

positions in the class ladder. The proposed outsourcing of the certification and delivery of 

eligibility permits to profit making organizations was presented as conflicting with the public 

interest: 
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The main function of the PES is to establish the eligibility to unemployment and social 
assistance benefits (for working age beneficiaries), and  this function cannot be 
transferred to private agents.  A lot of money is involved in the establishment and 
dispensation of eligibility for social benefits (3 billion shekels a year) and you cannot 
just let private interests decide for the government what to do with such money (I.B.S – 
First Chair of the Intergovernmental Committee and Director of Ministry of Labor and 
Social Affairs)    

The inter-ministerial committee proposed a series of steps to activate the 

unemployed, first by changing the eligibility tests for unemployment benefits and secondly by 

motivating the unemployed to search for work more actively through private employment 

bureaus and the Internet, amongst others. This system of sticks and carrots was tailored to the 

short term or newly unemployed, while a system of immediate placement in public works was 

suggested for the long term unemployed (Government of Israel 1998; State Comptroller 2000).    

In other words , the PES was to be activated and the services to the unemployed expanded  

through a mix of public and private service providers.  

The officers at the Budgetary Unit at the Ministry of Finance were adamant in their 

drive to bring about a change in the mode of governance of unemployment.  Therefore, they 

not only suggested  the privatization of the PES, but underlying the proposed shift in the 

governance of unemployment was a well elaborated  narrative containing a discourse that de-

legitimized the existent   system of governance  and its mode of intervention in society, as well 

as an alternative discourse, advancing a different vision of the social.   This  discourse  

attributed soaring long term unemployment figures to the cumulative effects of the existing 

social programs, the social policy paradigm underlying them and the monopolistic status of the 

labor exchange service (Kramer 1998).   Moreover,  short and long term unemployment as well 

as unemployment benefits and social assistance or subsistence allowances became the target 

of a moral crusade that aimed at the questioning of the institutions to cope with 

unemployment, their mode of coordination, the quality and scope of social rights and the 

regime of the person. 
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The Public Employment Service was to turn into a paradigm of the faltering 

institutional architecture of government. In  a  series of policy documents the monopolistic, 

bureaucratic and anachronistic mode of operation of the PES was  blamed for the maladies 

affecting the Israeli labor market and Israeli society. 

Over the years the government (PES)  has been unable to devote the necessary time 
and resources to the reintegration of its  clients [emphasis mine S.H.]  to the labor 
market.  As a consequence government deals with the unemployed by dispensing them 
'services' helping them to maximize their rights vis- a- vis the social security system.  By 
doing so, government  has drifted away from its main   objective, the  removal of ten 
thousands of people from the vicious circle of unemployment.  The Public Employment 
Service has contributed over the years to the distortions of the labor market. These 
distortions have had  negative social and economic effects.  […]We  need a 
fundamental revision of the mode of operation of the PES.  We have to set a clear 
boundary line between the role of government in policy making and the role of extra-
governmental agencies specializing in this area (Kramer 1998, p.6).   

 
The discourse questioning the institutional architecture of welfare governance, already 

contained the  seeds for the transition from government to governance, and for the 

reconfiguration of the role of the state in social provision.  The role of the state was defined as 

steering instead of rowing, and as detaching itself from the administration of benefits and 

services. The state and its institutions were to regulate but not to intervene in the 

management of society.  

Official policy papers (Shaviv 1999; Tamir 2001) conceived of the dispersed character 

and lack of coordination between state agencies dealing with the long term unemployed as a 

misuse of and waste of public resources. The   outcome of this dispersed administration of  

benefits were,   for example,  'huge holes' in  the  net connecting  between the agencies of 

benefit administration - the PES as the gatekeeper of eligibility to unemployment and 

subsistence allowances for the working age population and the National Insurance in charge of 

the administration and allocation of benefits.   The deputy director of the Subsistence 

Allowances Branch at the NII, articulated a common complaint amongst  "financers"  in the 

state bureaucracy:                                                                                                                                                                            
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The work test was not really serious, and the number of those classified as 
unemployable continued to grow. As those in charge of the payment of the social 
assistance allowance we felt very frustrated. We wanted the benefit to reach people 
that really need it, but my employees and myself  felt a lot of frustration when we saw 
that there were people that were abusing the system. The unbearable lightness of the 
work test gave access to the system to healthy people perfectly  able to work.  There 
were times that there were lots of jobs adds in the newspapers and through private 
employment services, and everyone that wanted could get a job. But since the work 
test is administered by the PES and we could  only rely on their reports, every month we 
unwillingly paid the benefit (to undeserving claimants). 

 
The former director general of the NII and chair of the Committee for the Reform of 

the Policy towards Long Term Unemployed Recipients of Subsistance Allowances stated that: 

There was a massive increase in the length of welfare spells. If at the beginnings of the 
1990s, the average person  stayed in the system for twenty months, today [year 2000] 
the average welfare spell is 32 months.  There is an increase in the rate of lone mothers 
amongst the recipients, from 25% at the beginnings of the 1990s to 37% by the end of 
the 1990s.  And if you are mistaken if you think that the majority of the 130 thousand 
beneficiaries are disabled. Those are people classified as unemployed. Those are people 
that  could and should be in the labor market. These figures are a warning signal… We 
may be doing something wrong 

 
However, the sense of crisis  and the criticism it aroused were  not only related to 

those "ripping off" the system or to the 'unbearable lightness of the eligibility tests,'  but to the 

whole citizenship regime, and the criteria for allocation of benefits as well as the recognition of 

alternative arenas for the contribution to the community.    A policy paper issued by the 

Budgetary Unit of the Ministry of Finance,  decried the situation by stating: 

 
Hundreds of thousands of working age Israeli inhabitants are out of the labor market 
nowadays and their numbers are growing steadily. The different types of subsistence 
allowances conceal the fact that numerous groups in Israel do not work or are not 
required to work in return for the allowances. The allowances take many forms: 
unemployment benefits, social assistance allowance, subsistence payments for new 
immigrants, child support payments, disability pensions, and torah students stipends, 
etc." (Shaviv 1999, p.6/17).  

The document challenged  the ethno-republican citizenship regime in Israel, the system of 

loyalty benefits  and the multiple national missions that entitled individuals and groups to 

social rights  (Berkovitch 1997; Helman 2011; Shafir and Peled 2002; Shalev 2008).  

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 18 of 32 

Underlying the criticism of universal social legislation and lenient eligibility criteria that  

resulted in growing numbers of economically inactive individuals and families, was  a call for 

the selectivity of social benefits.  

The problem is that entitlements became universal and the social security system does 
not attain its goals. The benefits do not reach the truly needed.  They reach too many 
people that should not be entitled to them, and eventually you have to cut the level of 
benefits because budgetary constraints.   

The existing mode of governance, the governmental monopoly over the administration 

and provision of benefits and services, the  universality of entitlements, and  the de-

commodification of entire categories,   were perceived as the cause of a 'culture of inactivity, 

passivity and dependence.' The term addiction with its associate meanings  was  frequently 

spelled in the discourse depicting the subjectivity  constituted  by the 'welfarist' mode of 

governance:    

We realized  that there was a second and third generation of social assistance 
recipients.  Some of the recipients,  became addicted to the dole. The original meaning 
of the benefit was to provide a temporary solution to persons facing financial hardship,  
until they could  pull themselves together,  [but] the benefit was never meant to 
become a way of life until  a person reaches  retirement age, and at that time he/she 
gets the old age benefit with an income supplement.  And what happened is that many 
people just stayed for long periods of time in  the system. There are  a lot of in kind 
benefits attached to the social assistance allowance, so addiction is built into the 
allowance itsel . Iit is difficult to convince people to do something for themselves.  

 
Thus,  subsistence allowances with their cash and in kind benefits (such as   health care 

and education subsidies, municipal taxes discounts, etc),  were constructed  as negative 

incentive to work and as cultivating a culture of poverty:    

We  had this common saying,  we used to say  that the "poverty trap"  is like a  

costumers' club membership card, the moment you get it you won't give it.   We 

calculated the cash and in kind benefits for a family with two children, and  we reached 

the conclusion that the (welfare) family's income was  higher than the income of a 

working family.   We wanted to design a program that would change the incentives 

and motivations of people. 
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Not only was the bureaucratic mode of coordination criticized, but professional power 

as embodied in the actions of social workers was also disapproved, as social workers further  

pushed beneficiaries to dependence  (to claim their rights and even fully exhaust them):   

Our criticism of social workers was that they   told  people what they are entitled to 
and sent them to claim and fully utilize their benefits. Instead of  taking care of their 
problems they sent  them to claim their benefits.  Our proposal is to combine between 
rehabilitation and benefits. 

  What is the meaning of taking care of persons and rehabilitating them?  Rehabilitating 

them from what and towards what?  How was the way out of dependence imagined, and how 

a new mode of governance in the broadest sense of the word would pave the way  out of it?  

The Path to the Responsible Citizen: Responsibility First vs. Self-Sufficiency First 

The path to the active citizen was imagined as the institution of a new grammar. This 

new grammar entailed first of all the redefinition of the role of government.  Government (or 

the state) should be de-govermentalized (Miller and Rose 2008c),  and its main role is to steer  

and govern at distance: 

Government should only engage in regulation and control, and that's the reason we 
thought that the government has to establish an Employment Authority that would 
steer the daily activity of private providers 

To the reconfiguration of government, a new set of principles governing welfare provision was 

to be added.  Market principles such as flexibility,  diversification of services, profitability as a 

means to enhanced productivity were to substitute for the bureaucratic allocation of services, 

and the lack of incentives  for those in charge of the provision of public goods.  Besides its lack 

of productivity and profitability, government was unable to innovate as it was constrained by 

strong  workers' unions opposing  change. Therefore, in order to innovate,  market agents, 

enjoying discretionary powers and strategic choice should run the delivery of social benefits 

and services (see Newman 2004, p. 59, on the development deficit).  
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Private providers enjoy managerial discretion and flexibility, there are  less bureaucracy 
and fewer  limitations than in the public sector.  This program requires flexibility, 
because without flexibility in service provision and also in  hiring of the job centers' 
employees it would be impossible to run the program.  We do not want  unproductive 
people to be stuck there.  Besides that for profit organizations  are to be preferred  
because they have an incentive to increase productivity. Government is not profitable  

The new  grammar of government entailed also specialization and individualization of 

services.   The state as embodied in the activities of the PES could not deal with the complexity 

of the tasks entailed in activation,  such as the screening, diagnosis, rehabilitation, training and 

placement of the long term unemployed.    

The state (government)  and the public servants cannot provide all the services. The 
government is not a specialist in these  problems.  The government can regulate and 
control. The Public Employment Service did not develop any special approach to treat 
the long term unemployed. The market is full of specialists in work placement,  
rehabilitation, diagnosis and professional training. 

By separating between policy making, implementation and service delivery,   

individualized services, tailored to the needs of  individuals will substitute for the bureaucratic 

mode of need interpretation and allocation.  

When the system is  bureaucratic and rules are universal, you sure cannot  screen and  
diagnose people on an individual basis and treat them accordingly. 

Yet another dimension of this grammar was the link established between the 

governance of institutions and the government of persons. The linking mechanism between 

the governance of institutions and the governance of persons was  the citizenship regime.  The 

citizenship regime was to be redefined by means of a new contract.  This new contract  

rearticulated the rights and obligations of citizenship through two discourses, the mutuality of 

obligations between the individual and the state on the one hand, and a discourse of the right 

to take advantage of the  expanding work  opportunities as a condition for the continued 

reception of benefits.   

Mutual is the basic assumption of the experimental program. The state will centralize 

all efforts to create suitable opportunities for labor market participation  and the 
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individual will  be required to invest time and effort towards the advancement of this 

goal.  The state is committed to providing a basic safety net and an occupational 

solution as long as the person is not able to work in the regular labor market […] The 

right to the continued reception of the benefit is combined with the right to take 

advantage of the opportunities opened by the state in exchange for the fulfillment of  

the conditions of a new, improved and promising work test (Tamir 2001, p. 9-10). 

This sophisticated formulation articulating the new contract in terms of mutual 

responsibility but also in terms of rights  is almost an exact quotation of the Israeli ethno-

republican citizenship contract:  the right to participate in the labor market substituted for the 

right to defend Jewish sovereignty.  Thus, the obligation  (turned into a right) to participate in 

gainful employment was to give access to other rights. Conditionality is enunciated as the 

expansion of citizenship rights and not their reduction, thereby  concealing – at the declarative 

level -   the illiberal aspects of the new contract (Sol and Westerveld 2007) .  

 The new social contract,   promoted a new mode of governance of the person.   It is in 

this moment that  the  polyvalence of the grammar of activation gave way to different 

pragmatics, each of them based on different assemblages of knowledge, power and agency 

(Newman 2010).   In other words, these discourses normalized individuals, i.e., homogeneized 

and individualized them according to different technologies of subjectification or   expert 

knowledge  enunciating the  causes of dependence and passivity.   

  Dependence and passivity   were signified  differently  in the discourses legitimating 

the new form of governance of the person.  One interpretation, located the inner dispositions 

and motivations of the person, at the center of discourse.    The other placed dependence at 

the interface between the individual and society.  Both discourses conceived of gainful 

employment as the main arena of self-fulfillment and contribution to society, but  they 

prescribed different technologies of subjection.  
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The financial bureaucracy framed  dependence and passivity as a result of the faulty 

responsibility and lack of inner motivation of (most) of social assistance beneficiaries and as 

hindrances to participation in gainful employment 'as the central sphere of life' (Kramer 1998, 

p.6). The instillment of responsibility and work motivation was to be attained through an array 

of disciplinary technologies entailing a close monitoring of behavior, surveillance of daily 

activities and a swift transition to the labor market, either in the form of  community work or 

the regular labor market.  A strict discipline, based on the re-training of individuals to perform 

basic habits- such as waking up early in the morning, bathing, dressing up and getting out of 

the house - was considered  necessary to restore the never existent or lost responsibility: 

Wake up in the morning, get out of bed,  arrive to the (job) center and do something.  It 

is  not possible to get money and do nothing in return, without demonstrating  any 

effort whatsoever.  

People should understand that entitlement to the benefit are granted to those that 
make an effort to find a job or to improve themselves in order to adapt to the labor 
market-  be it in the regular labor market, in subsidized or protected employment.  The 
benefit should be granted to people that make demonstrable efforts and not to those 
that stay at home, sit there and do nothing.  

Moreover,  not only should the  person be the subject and the object of technologies of 

government, but also his/her family.   The way out of  poverty was constructed as a result in 

terms of the individual and family prudential conduct, such as  saving for old age and other 

risks.  Thus, the household economy became an object of intervention:   

We understood that  the problem is not only the chronically unemployed person but 

his/her family as well.  They don't know how to provide for their future needs, such as 

old pension payments, because they don't work. So,  it is possible to counsel the family 

how to plan their budget, to see what are their income and expenses, and to intervene 

at the level of the household economy.  

 
A second set of meanings, running parallel to the first one, centered on what was 

officially called barriers to employment. As opposed to the first set of meanings,  barriers were 
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socio-psychological .  Social and psychological barriers ranged from: 1-  Human capital deficits 

such as  low educational levels; lack of  language proficiency;   poor  occupational skills; lack of 

work experience; lack of work habits;  the depletion of occupational skills due to technological 

changes and/or prolonged unemployment. 2-   Physical and mental disability and substance 

addiction.  3- Group characteristics such as age family status and age and number of children 

yet another kind of barrier.  The   population of the 'dependent' included mothers of young 

children (mostly lone mothers), physically and mentally disabled persons, persons that due to 

their age were no longer attractive to employers (mostly highly qualified immigrants from the 

FSU),  Israeli-Palestinian women with poor Hebrew language skills, and almost no labor market 

experience,  the long term unemployed and parts of the working poor qualifying for 

supplementary assistance (King et al. 2001).  

The  'barriers to employment' prism, framed dependency as temporary and as an 

outcome of  structural and socio-psychological problems.  

Social assistance beneficiaries are victims of a society and an economic reality, denying 
from groups and individuals the  necessary resources and opportunities to fulfill their 
capacities to fully participate in the labor market. Programs such as social assistance 
and the experiment are therefore attempts of society to cope with this hard reality.  It 
is unfortunate, that the introduction to this report implies beneficiaries are to blame for 
their economic hardship or as  unwilling to work and to provide a good example to 
their children (J.G.  (Tamir 2001, p. 45). 

The discourse on barriers to employment, interpreted them as  'lack of individual and 

marketable skills among the unemployed themselves'  (Miller and Rose 2008a, p. 105), and it 

opened multiple possibilities within what  Miller and Rose (2008a, p. 105) term 'the huge and 

murky industry of training.'    This  discourse,  centering on barriers, opened multiple 

possibilities or ways of intervention  to achieve the enterprising self or to turn social assistance 

beneficiaries into 'individuals that ally themselves to economic success through the investment 
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in the management, presentation, promotion and enhancement of their own economic capital' 

(Miller and Rose 2008a, 96).   

The  empowerment of social assistance beneficiaries was conceived through an array 

of  an array of pedagogical and therapeutic practices that would eventually lead to the 

reintegration of different groups and individuals into the labor market and society at large.  

Disciplinary and coercive technologies were constructed as misconceiving the problem, and as 

punishing the many for the faulty conduct of a few: 

The will to pick on social assistance beneficiaries was based on erroneous assumptions.   
Increasing numbers [of social assistance beneficiaries]  is not the point,  because it 
maybe that  all of them are truly needy. What should be taken into account is how 
many out of the 130.000 are not entitled and rip off the system. So you have got  to 
trace them and just kick them out the system.  But they punished the many because a 
minority of deceivers. After you get rid of the deceivers, we could screen out people 
over 55 years of age and the disabled.  And then we could take care of the rest of the 
population, we could build them a job placement program. We could have made use of 
the rehabilitation unit of the NII, diagnose and  screen the beneficiaries and just assess 
what their capacities and problems are.   You have to find solutions for an entire 
population. We have to create work places, factories and train people. The case  of 
Arab women in the north is a good one,   before they closed the sewing workshops they 
could work there.  I am not against screening and diagnosing, but for what purposes?   
We have to train people… We have  to enlarge the frameworks for protected and 
subsidized employment…. (IBS) 

Conditionality, surveillance and control were considered essential in the first stages of the 

program, to  trace the minority abusing the social security system.  After this stage,  a a second  

one that may be dubbed as  Training First could be implemented.  This program  – as an 

assemblage of poverty knowledge individualized the subject through therapeutic and 

pedagogical technologies geared to  support people in their way to self-suffiency.  

Responsibility was to be an outcome of autonomy and not a precondition to it.   This program 

the opposite of a work first assemblage, that placed  the restoration of responsibility at the 

center of the regime of the person,  through the strict enforcement as obligations and the 

curtailment of autonomy (Borghi and Berkel 2007).     
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The work first assemblage  dictated programs that could be termed as sites of 

exception - based on strict disciplinary, coercive and semi-carceral interventions limiting the 

autonomy of participants.   It rejected the kind of poverty knowledge framing the training  first 

approach and distrusted it as subjective and biased.  So despite the acknowledgement that 

social assistance beneficiaries  could not be sent  them right away to the labor market as 'we 

have find out what their barriers to employment are' (MS 2009), assessment was to be 

conducted  through employment, and by the strict surveillance and monitoring of 

beneficiaries.  Moreover, and in accordance with the market and business orientation of the 

new form of governance:   

It is  in employment that the employability  test will be conducted and employers would 

assess what a person can or cannot do, and not through all kinds of medical certificates 

stating what a person is able or unable to do.   People report their barriers… but this is 

subjective [referring to surveys conducted by the NII]. There is not much point if there is 

not a direct objective diagnosis and identification of the barriers to employment, and 

this only can be done through  employment and through the continuous monitoring of 

the individual. When  people are employed you can identify psychological and 

behavioral barriers, for example, a person that does not wake up for work and is 

undisciplined. Only through experience (work experience) you are able to discover the 

problems… (MS 2009). 

Pedagogical technologies such as professional training were rejected as further as a means to 

further disengage the unemployed from society: 

Why work first? If a send people to professional training I  detach them  from the labor 

market. Only when people are employed it is possible to see what their  problems are. 

The whole purpose of work first is the identification of barriers to employment. Besides 

that work first is part of the idea mutuality. In training you cannot see what the 

problems are. They send people to training courses, and it is really cool to sit there in a 

carpentry class and they get an extension of their unemployment allowance or they 

keep getting social assistance.  But what is the outcome of all this, besides the fact that 

people end up with a new cute hobby?   After training people go back to 

unemployment benefits and do not get  a job 
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Training first  and work first  represented different paths to the active citizen.  Both 

programs suggested that gainful employment was the most significant arena for personal 

fulfillment,  but they were framed by different kinds of 'poverty knowledge' and conceived of 

the agency (or lack thereof) of social assistance beneficiaries in different terms.  The training  

first program  conceived of intervention as the enhancement of self sufficiency, mainly through 

professional training and  the restoration of self-esteem.   The work first program, placed the 

inner psychological motivations of the beneficiary at the center of its concerns, and carried 

with it a strong moralizing tone.  Responsibilizing beneficiaries implied curtailing their 

autonomy. Only through the restoration of responsibility could beneficiaries become self-

sufficient and independent.  

Concluding Remarks:  

A sense of failure of the extant mode of governance of long term unemployment set 

the stage for the struggle to promote a new mode of governance in Israel at the end of the 

1990s and beginnings of the 2000s.   

The work first program initially promoted by the Budget Unit of the Ministry of 

Finance, succeeded in gathering in a short period of time the support of a wide coalition of 

senior state bureaucrats. Senior bureaucrats –belonging to different  state agencies – accepted 

the diagnosis advanced by Budget Unit of the Ministry of Finance that the mode of welfare 

governance was faltering and that it was cultivating dependence and social exclusion.   Those 

senior bureaucrats were allured by the potential of the reduction in social assistance spending, 

the possibility to eliminate welfare fraud and the promise to allocate  generous funds to the 

truly needy. This diagnosis derived from  a particular type of poverty knowledge succeeded in 

translating the grammar of activation of institutions into a very specific pragmatic for the 

activation of  persons.  This type expert knowledge succeeded  in framing the crisis of the 
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institutions of long term unemployment governance.     It did so by skillfully combining   

between the 'culture of poverty,' the poverty to perversity hypothesis,'  and the perception of 

social assistance beneficiaries as free riders (Somers and Block 2005). These different 

meanings resonated with  various senior officers, and were  able to gather them into a 

coalition.   Moreover, and central to the argument of this article, this type expert knowledge 

was essential in creating a link between the governance of institutions and the government of 

persons.  The path from active institutions to the active self was a strict discipline coupled with 

the conditionality of entitlements.  

The assessment and training first program,  promoted by  senior officers at the 

Ministry of Social Affairs, different branches of the NII, and the academic community  shared 

the sense of failure of the existing mode of governance.   They conceded that the structure and 

functioning of the Public Employment Service was no longer effective in coping with long term 

unemployment in a changing environment, that a shift in its mode of governance is needed.  

However, the kind of expert knowledge framing the diagnosis  of the maladies of the extant 

mode of governance was a mixture of welfare and enabling state (Jenson 2009) This expert 

knowledge conceived of social provision as removing psycho-social barriers to employment, 

through professional training, and the instilment of life skills.  Pedagogical technologies were  

imagined as paving the way from active institutions to the active person.  

Why was the work first program prioritized  and became the dominant (though not 

uncontested) paradigm for the activation of  working age social assistance beneficiaries?  

The questioning of the extant mode of governance burgeoned in a period of rising 

unemployment.  Increasing unemployment and social assistance expenditures helped in the 

agenda-setting process.   The  turn taken in  the problematization of unemployment should be 

explained by the combined effects of changes in Israel's political economy,  changes in the 
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balance of power between state actors, and  cultural schemas framing the approach towards 

unemployment and social assistance benefits. 

The challenge to the extant mode of governance took place along with changes in 

Israel's political economy such as the liberalization of market, the de-regulation  of labor 

markets  and the reduction of state's investment in social programs, all of them marking the 

transition form an interventionist to a regulatory state(Maman 2002; Rosenhek 2004 ). Such 

changes were accompanied by a neoliberal offensive against the welfare state led by powerful 

institutional actors such as the Ministry of Finance and the Bank of Israel (Rosenhek 2006) and 

the weakening of veto players that could block the neoliberal offensive (Gal and Achdut 2007). 

Changes in political economy  are not enough to explain the appeal of the expert 

knowledge promoted by the financial bureaucrats.   Long entrenched cultural schemas 

constructing unemployment and social assistance beneficiaries as unproductive, may also 

explain the appeal of the work first disciplinary approach (Gal 1997).   

It may be concluded that changes political economy,  in the balance of power between 

state actors and  entrenched cultural schemas tilted the balance to a mode of welfare 

governance that  autonomized  the state from intervention in society,  but furthered  the 

control, monitoring and surveillance of social assistance recipients. 
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