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Constitutions often appear as the ultimate guarantees of freedom, justice, and equality. They are read
with reverence, analyzed line by line, and taught as the foundation of modern statehood. Yet, history
shows that the words written on parchment or printed in books do not by themselves ensure liberty or
prosperity. What truly matters is the people, institutions, and culture that bring those words to life—or
suppress them. A comparison between the 1936 Stalin Constitution of the USSR, the U.S. Constitution
with its Bill of Rights, and Israel’s Basic Laws makes this point strikingly clear.

Human Rights “On Paper”
Both the Soviet and U.S. constitutions claimed to guarantee fundamental rights. The Soviet text,
however, went further, granting sweeping social and economic rights absent from the U.S. version.
Israel, despite lacking a formal constitution, has developed a functioning democracy with Basic Laws and
judicial practice. A side-by-side comparison highlights how similar—or even superior—the Soviet
promises look on paper, and how fragile paper is without people to make it real.
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The Reality Gap

If one read only the texts, a Soviet citizen in 1936 seemed to enjoy greater rights: guaranteed work,
equality, education, health, rest, and security. By contrast, the U.S. Constitution said nothing about jobs,
schools, or vacations. Yet the Soviet Constitution’s rights were bound to ideology, filtered through the
Communist Party, and stripped of independent enforcement. In America, fewer promises were made,
but independent institutions and civil society ensured that what was promised could be pursued,
defended, and expanded. Israel demonstrates yet another model: no single constitutional document,
but living institutions and traditions that safeguard liberties through practice, precedent, and law.

The Lesson

The comparison reveals an essential truth: the words on paper matter less than the people and
institutions who interpret, enforce, and live by them. Constitutions can act as shields of freedom, or
masks concealing tyranny. They can promise everything and deliver nothing, or promise little and deliver
much.

With or Without a Constitution?
Israel proves that a country can prosper without a single written constitution. The USSR, by contrast,
had one of the most progressive-looking constitutions ever drafted in 1936, but lived under repression.

So here is the challenge:
Would you prefer to live in Israel, a country with no constitution, or in the USSR with the 1936 Stalin
Constitution?



