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The Israelis pride themselves in being the only democracy in the Middle East. At 
first sight this claim seems to be the case. It is true to say that while the region's 
Islamic countries made numerous attempts during the past decades to reform 

their institutional system -  by contrast to the Jewish state -  they made little progress 
with respect to the liberalisation of society and executive control. However, such 
comparison can only be ostensible, since the exercise of power is largely influenced by 
the historical and cultural diversity of the countries under scrutiny. The situation of the 
Palestinian population of Israel is the primary target of various critiques with respect 
to Israeli democracy.1

Israel -  with a population of six million -  is a multiethnic, multi-religious and 
multicultural country.2 Eighty per cent of the population is Jewish and -  besides the 17 
per cent-strong Arab community -  there are also Druses, Circassians and other 
minorities. The coexistence of three regional monotheistic religions makes the country 
unique. While one half of the Jewish population was in Israel, the other half comprises 
immigrants from 70 countries. As a consequence of the wave of large-scale 
immigration from the successor states of the Soviet Union at the end of the 1980s, 
approximately 800,000 people arrived in the country.

This enduring multicultural environment had an intrinsic effect on national 
integration. Whereas this persistent hostile environment, which has endured since the 
creation of the state in 1948, coupled with the feeling of insecurity following the Arab- 
Israeli conflict reinforced this process, the continuing division between the various 
Jewish communities retarded integration. Zionism, -  a synthesis of the modern 
Western liberal, collectivist nationalist values -  mirrors the attitude of the Ashkenazim 
Jewish community, which has been arriving in Israel since the end of the 19th century. 
The principal consideration with respect to the socialisation of the ruling Ashkenazim 
political and economic elite stemmed from the conviction that African and Asian 
Jewish immigrants -  generally termed Eastern or Sephardim Jews -  were not primed 
enough for social integration or the assimilation of Ashkenazim values.3 The 
nationalist elements in public awareness became more manifest after the 1973 Arab-
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Israeli war and -  consequently -  the ethnic and cultural dissimilarities of the two 
communities became more conspicuous. The interaction of the two Jewish group's 
contrary orientation became ostensible in the political sphere also after the victory of 
the Likud Party in 1977. Moreover, the rift between the two Jewish groups and their 
relations with respect to the Arab population in the occupied territories -  coupled with 
the resulting conflict -  seriously damaged the social cohesion in Israel. These processes 
directly or indirectly influenced the evolution of Israeli parliamentarism.

Legal frameworks, the general traits of the party system

Israel is one of those countries, which do not have a written constitution. 
A compromise reached between the ultra-orthodox and the nationalist groups vis-ä-vis 
the goals of Zionism created a status quo on issues involving state and religion and 
postponed the formulation of a constitution. However, in June 1950, they adopted a 
resolution empowering parliament to endorse each constitutional paragraph 
individually and to accept in principle the resulting document as the country's 
constitution. The first and foremost law adopted in 1958 had been designed to regulate 
the functions of the 120-member national assembly. Subsequently -  by the middle of 
the 1990s -  10 new basic laws had been created.4 The 120-member single chamber 
parliament is officially elected for four years through general, proportional, direct and 
secret balloting. In special cases the organ can dissolve itself and set the date for fresh 
elections. The 1992 party protocol permitted the candidature of only officially 
registered groups. In the case of the establishment of a party, the platform must adopt 
the declarations of the State of Israel including the inviolability of Israel and its 
democratic character and be devoid of racist overtures. All Israeli citizens are 
enfranchised upon the completion of their 18th year and candidates for parties, party 
coalitions, party lists and independent blocs must be at least 21 years old. Elections are 
held nationwide by universal, direct suffrage, with secret balloting. Traditionally, the 
candidate for the electoral list with the most mandates formed government. This 
practice was amended in 1992: the by-election for the premiership was held separately 
and parallel to the balloting for party list candidates. By contrast to the party list 
ballots, the contest between the premiership candidates significantly intensified. 
Hence, the rivalry of the various parliamentary political factions enabled the new 
prime minister to choose any coalition combination for the sake of a viable 
government. However, in the case that the party fared less well, additional concessions 
had to be granted to the coalition partners, which jeopardised the government's 
stability. Since the election law introduced in 1996 evoked wide-scale disapproval, a 
resolution was passed in March 2001 to espouse the previous method of party list
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balloting in the 2003 elections. The recurring debate with respect to the very low 
threshold -  presently one and a half per cent -  required for candidates competing in 
the parliamentary elections. However, this practice has been adopted only since the 
1992 elections: previously it had been one per cent. The origins of this system date back 
to the period of the post-World War I British Mandate when the Jewish community of 
Palestine, the Yisuv, created its own representative organ. Hence, a low threshold had 
been set to enable as many representatives as possible to participate in the assembly's 
tasks. Following the establishment of the Israeli state, this practice prevailed during the 
January 1949 elections held prior to the first Arab-Israeli conflict. As a result of the one 
per cent threshold, 12 party lists were elected to the constitutional assembly -  known 
as the Knesset -  two days after it's opening on February 16. The comparatively large 
assembly became a permanent feature of Israel's parliamentary system.

The portrayal of the complex and splintered party structure -  which evolved during 
the past decades -  is challenging. If we accept the prominent scholar of party systems, 
Giovanni Sartori's model -  based on the number of competing political parties -  then 
to all intents and purposes, Israel's party system fits the definition of a polarised 
pluralistic system. However, some of the factors listed in Sartori's model are not 
applicable to the modus vivendi of the Israeli reality. For instance, alternative 
coalitions are not possible, rotation is not limited either and the structure does not bear 
a semblance to the Weimar model. Probably Klaus von Beyme's version of Sartori's 
typology would be more appropriate for the Israeli case. Presumably, the third out of 
his four basic types -  a variant of the bipolarised pluralistic model -  typifies the 
presence of central parties that are able to govern. The two traditional rival Israeli 
parties -  the centre-left Labour and the centre-right Likud form the integrative force, 
which -  despite its volatility -  afford a kind of stability for the political structure. 
Beyme's fourth basic typology applies to the uninterrupted domination of a ruling 
party which rests on the consensus of the other parliamentary forces -  remained a 
distinct conjectural possibility in Israel only while the Labour Party held the monopoly 
on power until the second half of the 1970s.

A series of classification criteria may be applied in the assessment of the various 
Israeli parties. Generally speaking, the structure that evolved over the past decades 
may be divided into four categories: left wing, right-wing liberal, religious and other 
alternative coalitions of varying political combinations. With respect to the platform 
there are certain divergences in terms of this classification. As a consequence of 
political polarisation, 29 coalition cabinets emerged during the 15 parliamentary 
cycles. Out of these -  including the Sharon cabinet that assumed office in March 2001 
-  six functioned as a national unity government.
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Left wing parties

Although left-oriented parties went through several phases of change, they remained 
influential factors on the political scene following the establishment of the Israeli State:6

N u m b e r  o f  M a n d a te s

Z io n is t E lec tion  Year
P a rtie s 1949 1951 1955 1959 1961 1965 1969 1973 1977 1981 1984 1988 1992 1996 1999

W o rk e rs  P a r t y /  

L a b o u r  P a r ty 46 45 40 47 34 44 34
M a a ra k h  * 63 57 51 32 47 44 39

O n e  Israel* 26

U n ity  o f  L a b o u r 10 7 8
Iz ra e li L a b o u r List 10

U n ite d  

L a b o u r  P a rty 19 15 9 9 8 8
M ere tz 12* 10* 10
C o m m u n is t

A lig n m e n ts
M ak i /  M o k ed 4 5 6 3 5 1 i i

R aK ach  /  H a d a s h 3 3 4 5 4 4 4 3 5 3

* joint list

From the onset of Jewish immigration to Palestine, the Socialist Zionist bloc 
comprised the dominant power of the left.7 Founded in 1930 by the leader of the 
Zionist-oriented first Prime Minister of the State of Israel, David Ben-Gurion (1886— 
1973), the Israeli Labour Party /M apai/, became the most prominent. The party's 
ideological platform known as constructive socialism subjugated collectivist values to 
nationalism and national consolidation. Labour Party politics became closely entwined 
with the Trade Union Confederation, established in 1920, the General Hebrew Labour 
Association and the settlers' movements. The offensive strategy of Ben-Gurion played 
an important role in the establishment of the Israeli State in May 1948. As a result of 
the successful conclusion of the first Arab-Israeli conflict and the subsequent mass 
influx of immigrants, the popular influence of Mapai gathered momentum. However, 
this process was not without pitfalls, since -  even during the progress of the war -  the 
party leadership had been confronted with growing intra-party dissent. One of the 
founding associations of the Unity of Labour /A hdut HaAvoda/ -  with a large camp 
of settler support -  seceded from the party in 1944 and joined the popular Young 
Guard /Hasomer Hacayir/ bloc to establish the United Workers' Party /M apam / in 
1948. Even with a more radical programme than that of the centre-left Mapai platform 
-  entailing a combination of Marxist-Leninist doctrines and fundamental Zionist 
values -  the bloc never threatened the parliamentary position of the Workers' Party.
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Mapai-led governments faced huge tasks with regard to State procedures. All of 
these tasks had to be resolved in a hostile environment, which had been aggravated 
between Israel and the Arab states in the 1950s by the ambiguous situation of the 
nearly one million Palestinian refugees coupled with the consequences of the 1948 war. 
With respect to the Arab minority, de facto discriminatory laws had been passed in 
Israel. The political rights of the Arabs had been curtailed and territories inhabited by 
them remained under military administration until the 1960s. During the tenure of the 
Labour Party coalition, Israel also participated in the Fran co-British-led aggression 
against Egypt in 1956 that precipitated the Suez crisis. While the Jewish State scored 
major military successes in the war -  under international duress -  the collapse of the 
venture wiped out all these achievements.

The parliamentary domination of the Labour Party suffered a major setback at the 
1961 Knesset elections: the party lost 13 mandates. As a result of the ensuing squabble 
within the party's ranks, Ben-Gurion resigned as Premier in the summer of 1963 and 
subsequently, from the party. In conjunction with his loyal adherents, the veteran 
leader established the Israel Labour List /Rafi/ in 1965. In comparison to the 
programme of the Mapai, the membership of the new party -  confident in the Ben- 
Gurion's authority -  introduced changes, including the partial liberalisation of the 
economy and the modernisation of the social services. Having lost several prominent 
leaders, the Mapai attempted to consolidate its position by establishing a joint list with 
the Ahdut HaAvoda -  which seceded from the Mapam some time before -  under the 
name of Alignment for the Unity of Israeli Workers /M aarakh/. However, the new 
alignment found itself in a precarious situation during the middle of the 1960s. 
Paradoxically, the cleavage led to the reinforcement of the parliamentary position of 
the Zionist left: by receiving 81 mandates in 1965, the socialist parties reached their 
„zenith". However, only the Maarakh had been contented among the three groups. 
Having relied on the charisma of Ben-Gurion -  the results proved to be disappointing 
for the Rafi leadership. Lacking the elaborate infrastructure of the Mapai, the leaders 
of the bloc, Moshe Dayan and Shimon Peres (1923-), had no choice but to rejoin the 
Mapai at a suitable point in time. During the interim Knesset elections in 1967, the 
eruption of the third Arab-Israeli war confirmed their positions in parliament. The 
occupation of the eastern half of Jerusalem, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, the Sinai 
Peninsula and a large part of the Golan Heights had been widely construed as the 
achievement of the National Unity Government, that also included right wing socialist 
ministers with diverse political orientations. Despite the enduring cleavage in the 
party -  in order to consolidate their dominant position in parliament -  the Mapai, the 
Ahdut HaAvoda and Rafi joined forces to establish a unique federation in January 1968 
under the name of Israeli Workers' Party /M ai/. Hence, Maakh had become the joint 
list of the Mai and the Mapam alignment. However, this development soon suffered a
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turnaround and the new political configuration lost ground at subsequent elections. By 
gaining only 32 mandates in the May 1977 it had reached the political nadir and lost 
the elections. For the first time since the establishment of the Israeli state, the bloc went 
into opposition. A combination of a range of factors, including specific „dilemmas" 
with respect to the 1967 war; the criticisms targeted at Labour Party policy in 
connection with the successes scored by the Arabs at the onset of the 1973 conflict, and 
the rift in the ranks of the Mai leadership -  all contributed to the defeat of the Peres- 
led Labour Party at the elections. The party has not been able to regain its 
parliamentary monopoly since.

As illustrated in the Table, the mandates received by the Labour Party and 
respectively the various groups on the same list, fluctuated ostensibly more evenly 
from the beginning of the 1980s. As a consequence of the framework agreements 
reached during the Camp David Accords in 1978 and the diverse public reaction to a 
subsequent treaty between Israel and Egypt with respect to the return of the Sinai 
Peninsula, the opposition Labour Party considerably increased its voter support in 
1981. Moreover -  as a result of the internal split in party rank and file that emerged 
after the fifth Arab-Israeli conflict in Lebanon -  the Maarakh list received more votes 
in the 1984 elections than the Likud, the power distribution in parliament, however, 
forced the Mai to concede to the creation of a national unity government by involving 
the right wing. Consequently, the federation with the Mapam disintegrated. The 
Labour coalition led by Yitzhak Rabin /1922—1995/ managed to oust the Likud in 1992, 
but has not been able to reach this proportion of mandates since. The party's decline 
gathered momentum: following the murder of Rabin, the party lost 10 mandates at the 
spring 1996 elections. Moreover, in the 1999 early elections, the One Israel /Israel 
Akhat/ -  comprising the list of the Labour Party and two splinter parties, the Bridge 
/ Gesher/ and Meimad, -  the Labour Party set a negative record with 23 mandates. 
Whereas the Labour Party received most of the votes during the course of both 
elections, its candidate lost the premiership elections in favour of Benjamin Netanyahu 
/1949-/. Accordingly, the party was back in opposition once again. As a result of the 
victory of Ehud Barak /1942-/ in the elections three years later, the party returned 
power. However, when Barak was forced to resign mid-term, the Likud candidate 
Ariel Sharon /1928-/ won the early elections. Sharon nominated several Labour 
ministers for key posts in his national unity government.

The number of parliamentary mandates mirrors the decline of the Labour Party's 
voter support during the past decade. This is partly due to the controversies which 
arose with respect to the party's political commitment to the Arab-Israeli peace 
process. These included the September 1993 joint Israeli-PLO Declaration of Principles, 
the October 1994 peace treaty with Jordan, the September 1995 agreement on limited 
Palestinian autonomy and unilateral withdrawal from Lebanon in May 2000 -  all
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during the tenure of Labour Party-led coalition governments. At the May 1997 party 
congress, the political platform recognised the Palestinians' right to self-government, 
including a Palestinian state with limited sovereignty. Whereas the platform stresses 
the party's commitment to the traditions of the Zionist left, it is willing to compromise 
in both foreign and domestic policy matters for the sake of pragmatism. This approach 
would apply to the entire Arab-Israeli peace process and the stabilisation of the region. 
The combination of factors, including the deterioration of regional security; the failure 
of the second Camp David negotiations with the Palestinians; the eruption of the Al- 
Aqsa intifada in September 2000 -  all challenged the Labour Party-supported Oslo 
process.8 Other factors contributed even more to the waning of the party: the demise 
of the Plistadrut; the declined social influence of traditional collectivist values; the 
reduced political influence of Ashkenazim middle class grassroots support and the 
proliferation of ethno-religious political blocs.

The ranks of Zionist leftist alignments include the Enjoyment /Meretz/ grouping, 
which emerged after the 1988 elections from the coalition of the left-wing Mapam, the 
Civil Rights Movement /R atz/ and the liberal gathering Change /Shinui/. The Meretz 
list gained a remarkable ten per cent of the mandates in the 1992 elections. However, 
four years later it lost two mandates, which -  by contrast to the setbacks suffered by 
the Mai -  is insignificant. Subsequently, the Mapam and the Ratz transformed the 
Meretz grouping into a political party and -  barring a few smaller groups -  the party's 
liberal platform seceded from its left-wing partners. Despite the numerous hurdles 
ahead -  for the sake of Israel's security -  an all-embracing peace settlement with the 
Arab neighbours and the Middle East in general remains the top priory in Meretz's 
political programme. Moreover, the continuation of the Oslo process and a historical 
concord with the Palestinians, including the recognition of their rights to a sovereign 
state, also remains a key issue. On the other hand, Meretz is more radical over a 
number of issues -  such as the Israeli settlements -  than the Labour Party. The 
liquidation of small settlements and attachment of the larger ones to Israel is only one 
of the aims of Meretz. As an alternative, it would persuade the settlers to find new 
habitat in the present territory of Israel.9

Besides the Zionist parties, the anti-Zionist communist bloc that emerged in 1920 
also appears on the left on the political spectrum. From the onset, the Israeli 
Communist Party /M aki/ participated in parliamentary life. During the 1960s 
however, the internal squabbles split the party into two factions. While the party 
retained the original name for some time, it subsequently -  prior to the 1973 elections 
-  adopted the title Focus /M oked/. On the other hand, the party leadership continued 
to represent the official platform. The New Communist List /RaKach/’ served as a 
platform for members representing the former anti-Zionist orientation. The divergence 
between the parties eventually gave rise to alignments based on ethnicity. While the
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Maki consisted primarily of Jewish members, the RaKach comprised mainly Arab 
communists. In conjunction with other leftist organisations, the latter established the 
Democratic Front for Peace and Equality /H adash/, which continues to be the sole 
representative body of the communists in the Knesset since 1977. By contrast to the 
other parties, this grouping represents a „radical" view: the reinstatement of Israel's 
pre- third Arab-Israeli war borders as the only solution to the crisis and -  with respect 
to the Palestinian question -  the liquidation of settlements in the occupied territories 
and the recognition of a Palestine state with East-Jerusalem as its capital.

Right wing and liberal parties

The Table below illustrates that in this bloc the Likud became the dominant 
parliamentary force:10

M ain  r ig h tis t 

o rg a n is a t io n s 1949 1951 1955 1959

N u m b e r  o f M a n d a te s
E lection  Year

1961 1965 1969 1973 1977 1981 1984 1988 1992 1996 1900

L ib era l P a r ty 14 8 15 17 34

G ahal* 26 26

L ikud 39* 43* 48* 41* 40 32 32 19

F o r th e  N a tio n 2 3 2

C o m e t 2 8

N a tio n a l U nity* 4

L ib era l g ro u p in g s
P ro g  re ss iv e  / 1 n d  e p e n  d e n t

L ib e ra 1 P a rty 5 4 5 6 5 4 4 1

G e n e ra l Z io n is ts 7 23 13 8

L ibera l P a rty 17*

S h in u i 2 3 2 - - 6

* joint list

After the establishment of the State of Israel, the political spectrum comprised the 
right wing Freedom Movement /H erut/ on the one hand and -  after the split -  the two 
independent centralist movements, the General Zionists and the Progressives or 
Independent Liberal Party, on the other hand. The latter -  having been greatly 
influenced by liberal minded Israel's first President Chaim Weizman -  advocated close 
cooperation with the Zionist left. The Herut movement established by Vladimir 
Jabotinsky /1880—1940/ followed revisionist Zionism. The prominent Zionist leader 
promoted the extension of Jewish statehood to the whole of Palestine -  i.e. the territory 
of the British Mandate, as well as the Trans-Jordanian territory, which had been 
detached in 1922. Like Ben-Gurion, he promulgated the imperatives of Zionism -
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demanding that Jews be the dominant ethnic group in Erec Israel; thus mass 
immigration of Jews must serve this purpose. Since this kind of colonisation evoked 
Arab resistance, the Jewish birthplace must be protected by an „Iron Curtain". At the 
same time -  for the security of the would-be Jewish State -  he stipulated autonomy for 
the Arab and other ethno-religious minorities. Jabotinsky sincerely believed in the 
messianic nature of the Jewish people and that it would serve as an example for the rest 
of the world.11 The notorious right hand of the revisionist leader, Menachem Begin 
/1913—1985/ -  as the head of the National Military Organisation /Irgun/ -  launched 
terrorist attacks against the Arabs and the British. As a result of the integration of the 
Irgun into the Israeli Defence Forces -  coupled with his severe disagreement with Ben- 
Gurion -  Begin and his followers joined the Herut movement. The political platform of 
the movement overtly admitted that -  for security reasons -  it intends to change the 
ceasefire demarcation line drawn after the first Arab-Israeli war. The economic 
philosophy of the Herut promoted free competition and viewed the Histadrut as a mere 
tool in the hands of the socialists.12 Begin's party came fourth in the 1949 elections, but
-  for ideological as well as personal reasons -  Ben-Gurion rejected the idea of forming 
a coalition with Begin's party. The party failed to increase its voter support and the 
number of its mandates remained under 20 during the following four elections.

Begin's party tried to the break out of the magic circle by forging closer ties with the 
liberals. The election performance of the Liberals had been far from consistent. The 
domination of the socialists during the 1950s hindered the liberal movements' efforts 
to increase their political influence. Whereas they gradually consolidated their power 
during the 1960s, political and personal divergences slowed down this process. 
Although the two liberal movements merged into a new Liberal Party prior to the 1961 
elections, their achievements were not mirrored in the number of their mandates. The 
alliance with the Herut has been a watershed in the history of the party. The former 
leaders of the Progressive Party -  having been on congenial terms with the Labour 
Party -  refused to cooperate with Begin and established a new grouping called the 
Independent Liberal Party. The General Zionist faction -  retaining the Liberal Party 
title -  entered into an election coalition with Herut. Since their economic philosophy 
coincided with that of Herut, the union was free of ideological conflicts. The joint list 
of the two parties, the Herut-Liberal Bloc /Gahal/, received 26 mandates at the 1965 
elections, in the proximity of its earlier achievements as an independent party. Despite 
the meagre performance of the Gahal, Begin's influence gathered momentum in 
domestic politics. Prior to the eruption of the war, the Levi Eshkol /1895—1969/-led 
Labour government agreed to the return and reburial of Begin's mentor and Ben- 
Gurion's adversary, Jabotinsky. This had been a great victory for the Herut leader who
-  at the onset of the third Arab-lsraeli war -  joined the newly established National 
Unity government. Despite the active political role played by Begin, the party failed to
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attract greater voter support. The Gahal received the same number of mandates in the 
1969 elections as previously and Begin remained a member of the National Unity 
government until August 1970. He left the Golda M eir/1898-1978/-led cabinet 
following the endorsement of the peace plan initiated by American Secretary of State, 
Rogers.13 The reorganisation of the right wing forces was completed in 1973, when the 
two smaller splinter groups -  which left the Herut and the Rafi earlier -  rejoined the 
Herat. The Herat, the Liberal Party, the Free Centre and the Laam united in the Likud 
Bloc /U nion/ and received 40 mandates following the post-war 1973 elections. By 
contrast to the earlier periods, this became a significant turning point in the history of 
Israeli politics: the two large political blocs replaced the one party monopoly of power 
in domestic politics. The Labour Party's gradual loss of influence on these processes 
benefited the Likud. Likud's victory at the 1977 elections also attracted international 
attention. The Begin government relinquished the Sinai Peninsula and concluded a 
peace agreement with Egypt. In order to divert attention from the future of the West 
Bank, Begin placed the establishment of Jewish settlements -  including territories 
densely populated by Palestinians -  on the official political agenda. With respect to the 
chapters in the Camp David Accords envisaging full autonomy for the Palestinians -  
in the classical revisionist manner -  he agreed to give some consideration to limited 
Palestinian autonomy. Moreover, Begin insisted that such agreement should be 
concluded with representatives of West Bank and Gaza Strip Palestinians, with the 
exclusion of the PLO. The Likud Bloc had achieved the best result ever by gaining 48 
mandates at the 1981 elections. Due to the internal strife with respect to war in 
Lebanon, the Likud coalition lost ground in the 1984 elections and -  following Begin's 
retirement -  the Yitzhak Shamir /1915-/-led bloc was forced to accept a national unity 
government. With the unification of the Herat and the Liberal Party prior to the 1988 
elections, the Likud reinforced its parliamentary position with the support of Laam.

Following the victory of Likud in 1977, extreme right wing parties gained 
considerable ground, deepening the cleavage in public opinion. These right wing forces 
comprise the Bloc of the Faithful /Gush Emunim/, which is widely supported by the 
American Jewish community. From the middle of the 1970s, the consolidation of right 
wing power initiated the establishment of settlements in densely populated Palestinian 
territories. The proponents of the movement stress that not one single inch should be 
relinquished from the Promised Land, e.g. from the territory encircled by the Euphrates, 
the Nile, the Mediterranean Sea and the Eastern desert. Jewish redemption -  
commencing with the return to Palestine -  will only be accomplished after taking 
possession of the entire land. The majority of the extreme right movements surfaced in 
the political arena at the onset of the Camp David Accords and after the peace treaty 
with Egypt. These include the Renaissance /Tehiya/ or the extreme anti-Arab This Way 
/Kach/ the Homeland /Modelet/ bloc and the Comet Party /a  former constituent of
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the Tehiya/, all demanding the expulsion of the Palestinians from the occupied 
territories. The racist Kach had been barred from entering the 1988 elections. In 1990 an 
Arab assassin in New York murdered the leader of the movement, Rabbi Meir Kachane 
-  elected to the Knesset in 1984. As a result of the rift within the ranks of the Kach after 
the death of Kachane, a group of activists seceded from the movement and established 
the Kachane Lives /Kachane Hai/ movement in the United States. Meanwhile another 
group created the Fighting Jewish Organisation /Eyal/. After the Hebron massacre, 
committed by a member of the Kach, the government banned the movement; presently 
the party continues its activities illegally.14 The aspirations of the extreme right Jewish 
movements diametrically oppose the Labour party's plans for a Middle East peace 
settlement. One of the dramatic consequences of this dichotomy led to the assassination 
of Prime Minister Rabin in November 1995 by an Eyal activist, Yigal Amir.

Whereas the parliamentary radical groups are closely affiliated with the settlers and 
rivals of the Likud, they had also been coalition partners under special circumstances. 
With respect to the distribution of power in the Knesset, the Likud, similarly to the 
Labour Party, suffered setbacks in the 1990s. By comparison to previous cycles, the party 
lost close to ten mandates in 1992 and -  for the first time -  was forced into opposition in 
1977. In 1996 -  by forging closer ties with two smaller parties, in particular with the David 
Levy-led Geser Party, comprising mainly Moroccan immigrants and the Raphael Eytan 
/  former Chief of Staffs/-led Comet Party -  they managed to secure former positions at a 
price of significant concessions. As a result of the modified electoral system, coupled with 
the victory of Netanyahu in the 1996 premiership race, the Likud again returned to 
power. During the Likud's tenure, the Arab-Israeli reconciliation processes considerably 
decelerated and Arab-Israeli relations rapidly deteriorated despite the agreements 
concluded during this period. Likud accepted in principle the Oslo agreements based on 
„territory for peace" -  but by insisting on reciprocity -  they derailed the whole process. 
Under Netanyahu's leadership the party had abandoned the traditional revisionist line 
and -  with some reservations -  accepted the territorial compromise with respect to the 
West Bank, as well as the establishment of a symbolic Palestinian state. Whereas the 
prime minister struggled to maintain the heterogeneous coalition, the infighting in Likud 
further aggravated the situation, which led to the departure of several prominent 
politicians from the governing party. These included Benny Begin, the son of the former 
prime minister, who established a new election coalition called National Unity. The new 
right wing coalition of Begin comprised the hardliner New Freedom Party /Herut 
HaHadasha/, the Moledet and the Renaissance /Tekuma/. Every anti-Palestinian 
movement condemned Netanyahu for making any concessions to the Palestinians, 
including the October 1998 Wye agreement. The agreement -  based on the notion of 
reciprocity -  gave territorial concessions to the Palestinians. As dissent within the ranks 
of Likud intensified, more politicians defected. Under the leadership of former Defence
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Minister Yitzhak Mordehai, they had established the Centre Party /Merkaz/ which 
forged poHtical capital from the two major parties' decline. The Likud managed to gain 
only 19 mandates in the 1999 early elections, which severely restricted the manoeuvring 
space of Likud leader Ariel Sharon after his election as prime minister. With its six 
mandates, the Merkaz also failed to live up to expectations. Although its representatives 
had been included in post-election governments, -  after the forced resignation of 
Mordehai, who had been fraught by moral scandals -  the activities of the party had been 
restricted to the activities of the parliamentary deputies.

By the 1990s, only the Change /Shinui/ survived as a genuine liberal party within 
the ranks of the Zionist political forces. The movement -  determined to eliminate 
dichotomies from Israeli society -  emerged after the 1973 Yom Kippur war and joined 
the Democratic Movement for Change /DM C/ in 1977. However, the DMC's 
collaboration with the Begin coalition government, comprising a number of religious 
factions, forced the Shinui to secede from the DMC. The party -  currently led by the 
prominent Hungarian-born journalist Jozef (Tommy) Lapid -  holds mandates in the 
Knesset since 1981 and proudly claims in its party programme, that the world and the 
Liberal International recognises the Shinui as the only liberal party in Israel. The party 
is seriously concerned about the grounds being gained by the religious groups in the 
field of politics, culture and privileges and views this development as an ostensibly 
threatening factor for the normal running of a free society. The party advocates the 
need for the immediate passage of legislation with respect to the creation of a viable 
constitution and, in particular, the formulation of Basic Laws governing freedom of 
religion. Ostensibly, this would ensure equality between the various orientations of the 
Jewish faith and reduce dependence on the ecclesiastical establishment. While the 
Shinui had supported the Israeli-Palestinian peace processes and the reconciliation 
with the Arab world, always stressed that these must guarantee Israel's security. 
Presently, this situation has changed in as far as the party does not recognise Arafat as 
a competent negotiating partner and advocates dialogue with the so-called moderate 
Palestinian politicians, on the condition that they cease all terrorist activities. 
Surprisingly, the party received six mandates at the 1999 elections, yet Lapid refused 
to join the Barak, and subsequently, the Sharon governments. The reasons given had 
been the same as two decades before: the dominant presence of the Orthodox bloc.15

Religious parties

While the parliamentary representation of the so-called traditional Zionist parties 
notably declined during the last decade, the opposite is true in the case of the religious 
parties. Taking into account all the 15 legislative cycles this turnaround occurred at the 
1988 elections.16
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N u m b e r  o f M a n d a te s
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U n ite d  R e lig io u s

Front* 16
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J u d a ism * 4 4 5
S h a s 4 5 6 10 17

* joint list, + A Mizrahi and the Hapoel Hamizrahi, the combined mandates of the 
predecessor parties of the URF (2+ 8), ++ one former URF party (Morasha) joint list

The history of the religious parties dates to the pre-World War I period. The political 
goals of Zionism created a wide rift in the ranks of the Orthodox Jewry: the religious 
Zionists on the one side and the ultra-Orthodox orientated Jewry on the other. Due to 
rising nationalism in Europe and the dangers of assimilation, the former finally 
consented to the Zionist programme of national integration in Palestine. However, 
they demanded that the rules of the Orthodox way of life as set out in the Torah, must 
be implemented and the would-be Jewish State in the Holy Land must become the 
spiritual centre for the world's Jewry. They had maintained that immigration to 
Palestine is the first step towards the long- awaited redemption. Their Spiritual Centre 
/M izrahi/ -  established in Vilnius in 1902 -  closely collaborated with the socialists 
during British Mandate.17

By contrast to the Mizrahi, the East European-based powerful ultra-orthodox 
/H aredi/, explicitly represented the nationalist orientation. According to their view, 
redemption will only occur with the arrival of the Messiah and every practical step 
taken towards state formation is by necessity an interference in the God-willed 
historical process. In order to counteract the growing influence of the Zionists, the 
representatives of the German ultra-orthodox cluster established the Jewish world 
society; the Society of Israel /Agudat Israel/ in Katowicze in 1912. The Torah became 
the point of reference and their main targets comprised religious studies, Jewish 
education in general, fostering Jewish traditions and the improvement of the socio
economic welfare of Jews in the Diaspora.18 The labour faction of this movement, the 
Poalei Agudat Israel, refused any collaboration with the Zionists until the Second

46 Külügyi Szemle



The evolution of the Israeli party system

World War. As a result of the heavy losses suffered by the East European Orthodox 
Jewish communities during the Holocaust, masses of Jews migrated to Palestine. 
Hence, the Agudat Israel joined forces with the nationalists and a series of 
compromises finally convinced the ultra-orthodox community with respect to the 
establishment of the State.

The various religious groups, which transformed into political parties prior to the 
first elections -  due to the special historical circumstances -  competed in the 1949 
elections on a joint list under the name of United Religious Front and participated in 
two coalition governments of the parliamentary cycle. At the next Knesset elections, 
however, the pre-war division had become dominant with respect to Zionism. Among 
the four parties in question, the Mizrahi and the Hapoel Hamizrahi -  supporters of the 
original Zionist concept of state formation -  continued to participate in the 
government at ministerial level. By contrast -  due to their commitment to the Secular 
State concept -  the Aguda parties had never participated in coalition governments at 
the ministerial level. On the other hand, the vice-premiership came under a different 
category. Hence, it frequently occured that the prime minister symbolically assumed 
the role of a minister and a minister of a given party assumed operative duties as 
deputy prime minister. On the organisational level, the merger in 1956 of the two 
parties that cooperated with the Zionists -  resulting in the National Religious Party 
/N R P/ -  became a turning point in party politics. The preservation of religious values 
and the unhindered operation of religious establishments constituted the main targets 
of the party's programme. After the 1967 war, the party had gradually abandoned its 
passive stance with respect to foreign policy decisions, in particular to any proposal 
concerning the partial or complete return of occupied territories. The party became the 
main proponent of the settlement policy of the 1970s and demanded the annexation of 
the occupied territories.19 Whereas the NRP had governed in coalition with the 
socialists for some time, the rift between the two factions gradually deepened during 
the 1970s. After the 1977 elections the NRP formed a coalition with the ideologically 
similar Likud bloc. This situation endured, except for a period at the beginning of the 
1990s when -  as a result of the Oslo process and the concessions made to the 
Palestinians -  it entered into coalition with the Labour Party.

By contrast to the Zionist parties, the mainly Ashkenazim Aguda parties efforts to 
unite were unsuccessful for some time to come. The turning point arrived prior to the 
1992 elections, when the two Aguda parties entered into coalition under the title of 
Torah Flag /Degel Hattorah/. The new political formation currently participates in the 
Knesset under the name of United Torah Judaism /Yahdut Hatóra/.20 The Haredi 
parties have not been concerned with the religious significance with respect to the 
emergence of the Israeli State, do not have a strong grassroots support among the 
settlers and differ in their conception with regard to the peace arrangement. By
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contrast to its earlier pragmatic stance, the Agudat Israel had become increasingly 
more hawkish during the 1980 with respect to the question of territorial concessions. 
Presently, the Yahdut Hatorah opposes the Oslo process, in particular with regard to 
the establishment of a Palestinian State. For the integration of non-European Oriental 
and African religious Jews -  which had immigrated after 1948 -  the Orthodox and 
ultra-Orthodox Ashkenazi-dominated organisations provided the best chance. Since 
the majority of these groups of immigrants were poor, they had the opportunity to 
send their offspring to state-run religious schools. At first, the Sephardim Jews had 
made no attempt to create their own organisations. As a consequence of their growing 
political awareness during the 1970 a number of religious parties emerged. These 
constituted movements that had split from the Ashkenazim-dominated parties: the 
short-lived Traditional Movement of Israel /Tami/ and the Sephardim Torah 
Guardians /Shas/, established in Jerusalem in 1983. The bloc -  created as a protest 
move with regard to discrimination against Occidental Jews -  gained more import in 
1988 when the former Sephardic chief Rabbi of Israel, Ovadia Yosef, assumed the 
spiritual and Aryeh Deri, the political leadership. Subsequently, the Shas had become 
more political, but continued to adhere to the maxim that the country's spiritual and 
social evolution must be based on the tenets of the Torah and, respectively, the 
Sephardim religious traditions. The party propaganda had stressed that the 
responsibility for the subjugation of the Sephardim rested -  apart from the Mapai -  on 
the whole Ashkenazim Zionist movement. Consequently, in the name of „progress" 
and „modernisation" they made attempts to separate them from their ancestral 
traditions.21 Ostensibly, this institutionalised cultural, educational and social 
movement has been aiming to create a Sephardim-dominated political culture. Their 
enduring domestic and foreign policy conceptions had been consistently pragmatic. At 
the start of its political activities, Shas had created sensation when -  by breaking with 
the accepted practice of the ultra-Orthodox parties -  they accepted a ministerial post 
in the 1984 National Unity government. Pragmatism guided the leaders in carefully 
manoeuvring between the two powerful blocs; the Labour Party and the Likud. Shas 
supported neither the expansion nor the liquidation of the settlements. With respect to 
the peace processes, security has been the pivotal issue for the party. Consequently, it 
stipulated: if the Oslo peace process were to yield long-term security guarantees for 
Israel, it would be worthwhile to make significant concession -  conversely it would not 
be worthwhile to continue. Whereas the party had gained important cabinet positions 
in the 1999 elections, subsequently its popularity declined by considerably the first 
period of the parliamentary cycle. This had been due to a combination of factors, 
including corruption, the controversial remarks made by the spiritual leader in August 
2000 with respect to the Holocaust,22 as well as the successes of rival political parties. 
In order to repair the image of the party, the new leader, Eliyahu Yisai, -  replacing the
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judicially admonished Aryeh Deri -  modified the party's political axioms. The 
politician, who served as minister in the Barak and the Sharon cabinets construes that 
the Likud is his party's biggest rival, since the disillusioned Likud electorate 
considerably contributed to the Shas's election successes. Consequently, Yisai's 
strategy has been targeting the reinforcement of the party's position on the right wing 
band of the political spectrum. He had stipulated that social issues could again become 
the party's top priority after this goal is accomplished. In order to realise these targets, 
he has abandoned controversial politicking and re-established contacts with the 
settlers and -  following the failure of the Camp David negotiations -  sharply criticised 
the Oslo processes. The leaders of Shas had frequently voiced extreme anti-Arab and 
respectively, anti-Palestinian sentiments and those members -  advocating the 
resumption of the peace process -  completely faded into the background.23 This 
change, however, did not strengthen Yisai's position, since the opinion polls forecast 
the waning of Shasi's grass-root support.

It transpires from the Table illustrating the various parties' performance that these 
blocs -  in contrast to 1988 -  had made considerable gains in 1990: with the inclusion of 
the One Israel Party's coalition partner, Meimad, they have increased their mandates by 
13 e.g. they already gained 28 mandates in 1999. However, it has to be noted that 23 out 
of this total had belonged to the representatives of the ultra-Orthodox parties. On the 
whole -  until the end of the 1970s -  the Zionist religious party has gained about twice as 
many mandates as the Heradi organisations, but subsequently this advantage gradually 
disappeared and as of 1988, the trend suffered a reversal: with the aid of the Shas, the 
ultra-Orthodox parties gradually increased their mandates with respect to the URP.

Ethnic parties and other miscellaneous organisations

Besides the consolidation of the religious parties, a range of Arab minority parties, 
groupings comprising immigrants from the successor states of the Soviet Union and 
other alternative organisations, further enhance the political spectrum:24

The Israeli Arab blocs had already existed prior to the first Knesset elections, but had 
joined the Labour Party electoral list. During the 1950s and 60s, the military rule in the 
Arab-inhabited territories restricted the manoeuvring space of the Arab political 
forces. Political activities and coordination commenced only after the removal of this 
restriction. The Arab local government leaders' executive council was established in 
1974 and subsequently, the committee for Arab affairs had been formed. The Arabs 
emerged in earnest on the political scene only in the 1980s. During this period, besides 
the mostly Arab-supported communist party, the Progressive List for Peace, 
comprising Arabs and Jews, became their mouthpiece before the 1984 elections. One of
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the main demands of the party concerned the creation of a Palestinian State. The Arab 
Democratic Party /  ADP/ established in the spring of 1988 became the first Arab ethnic 
party to participated in the Knesset. The party had been created following the brutal 
suppression of the Palestinian Intifada in the previous year, which prompted a group 
of Palestinian deputies to form their own permanent and independent parliamentary 
caucus. The unification of the Israeli Arab forces to apply pressure on the government 
to settle the situation in the Middle East became a major target of the party. At the 
onset, the party had only a negligible presence in parliament. Prior to the 1996 elections 
the party formed a joint list with the Islamic Movement /United Arab List, UAL, 
Ra'am/, which fared better in the two subsequent elections than the ADP. Prior to the 
latest elections, the list did not include any Druze or Christian candidates. The 
increased support for the UAL may be explained, on the one hand by the fact that some 
Hadash supporters had voted for them in 1999 coupled with the increased influence of 
fundamentalism on the Israeli Arabs on the other hand. The UAL -  similarly to the 
Shas -  gained support as a result of the numerous social services it had established to 
help the disadvantaged Arab communities.

E thn ic  p a r tie s , 

b lo c s

N u m b e r  o f  M a n d a te s
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^Mandates of the Arab Democratic Party

Likewise, the National Democratic Alliance /Balad/ had been established by the 
Arab intellectual elite prior to the 1996 elections, which had seceded from Hadash. The 
Azmi Bishra-led party sought cultural autonomy and equal citizenry rights for the 
Palestinians. It also advocated that Israel should cease to be a Jewish state and become 
the „country of all its citizens" as the only way to Israeli-Palestinian reconciliation. The 
party competed on a joint ticket with Hadash in the 1996 elections, and three years later 
entered on an independent list, yet on both occasions gained only two mandates.25 
During the past decades, approximately one third of eligible Israeli Arabs have voted
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for the Zionist parties and in particular for the Labour Party. However, their support 
also waned during the 1999 elections. With respect to the election of the prime minister, 
during the three rounds in 1996 and 1999, the majority of Arabs voted for the Labour 
Party candidates Peres and Barak. In the February 2001 premiership elections -  with the 
smallest voter participation in the history of Israel -  only 20 per cent of the Arabs 
participated in the balloting.26 The reason for this abstention stemmed from the conflict 
between the prime minister and the Arab community following the second Intifada. All 
these factors contributed to Barak's demise and the victory of Sharon.

While the Arab parties have endured from the creation of the Israeli State, the 
emergence of Russian immigrant parties occurred as a result of mass immigration from 
the end of the 1980s. Although the majority consists of Russian Jews, the proportion of 
non-Jews -  through marriage and other relationships -  is considerable. The „Russian" 
label is an over-simplification, since it encompasses all Russian-speaking immigrants 
from the CIS. While their skills are important with respect to strategy, the lack of 
appropriate employment opportunities have created other problems. Consequently, 
the integration of the culturally autonomous „Russians" -  despite improved social 
conditions -  progressed at a very slow rate.

Whereas the „Russians" had supported the Labour Party coalition at the beginning 
of the 1990s, they had been dissatisfied with the government's handling of the 
immigrant „Russian" question. Prior to the 1996 elections -  in order to improve their 
condition -  they had established the Yisrael B' Aliya /Israel for Immigration/ under the 
leadership of Nathan Sharansky. The prominent former Soviet civil rights activist -  
imprisoned by an autocratic state -  focussed on one thing only: social issues. To his 
great surprise, he had received 7 mandates and thus became a member of the cabinet 
of his old friend, Benjamin Netanyahu. He had been re-elected for the following term, 
but had resigned before the July 2000 American-Israeli-Palestinian Camp David 
Summit. However, this situation did not prevail, as he had been subsequently 
appointed deputy prime minister, as well as the chief of the Ministry of Housing and 
Construction in Sharon's national unity cabinet. Apart from the preservation of 
cultural traditions, he is dedicated to helping immigrants' professional, economic and 
social acculturation and the creation of appropriate institutions. In his statements he 
frequently stresses the need to transform the electoral system and the direct election of 
parliamentary deputies. Sharansky professes liberal economic political tenets, and 
with respect to the essence of the peace processes, he is in unison with the Likud 
leaders. He stipulates that concessions given to the Palestinians should be in harmony 
with the realisation of democratic values. The ,,de-Arafatisation" of Arab society 
should proceed similarly to the de-Nazification of Germany and the democratisafion 
of Japan.27 The Yisrael B'Aliya leader supported Sharon's relentless military actions 
against the Palestinians right from the beginning.
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A group of Russian public figures -  dissatisfied with Sharansky's performance -  
established the Yisrael Beitenu /Israel is our home/ under the leadership of the former 
cabinet chief of Netanyahu, Avigdor Lieberman, in the spring of 1999. Lieberman was 
forced to resign from the Netanyahu cabinet because of some dubious dealings. The 
extreme right wing nationalist platform opposes the creation of a Palestinian state -  
which it construes to be hazardous for Israel -  and would only consent to limited 
canton-type autonomy for the Palestinians. Primarily, it would develop Arab-Israeli 
relations-based on might-and opposes any effort to change Israel's Zionist character. 
In February 2000, Lieberman further consolidated his political position by aligning 
with the two smaller former National Unity splinter parties, Moledet and Takuma to 
form the National Union bloc.28 The main aim of the Lieberman-led coalition platform 
includes the creation of a right wing national unity government and the formulation of 
a written constitution framework to confirm the presidential establishment as the 
centre of power. The National Union also aims to forge closer ties with the settlers in 
the occupied territories and treats the settlement policy as a top priority. Following the 
eruption of the latest Intifada, the popularity of Lieberman -  the ambitious former 
Netanyahu cabinet chief -  grew considerably in Russian immigrant circles. Lieberman 
also wants to augment his non-ethnic grassroots support.

Analysts ostensibly differ with regard to the perspectives of the 10 mandate-strong 
Russian ethnic parties. It is difficult to forecast in this unique melting pot as to how the 
mounting socio-economic differences are likely to affect this particular social 
community. However, the unification of the two parties is highly unlikely to occur in 
the near future for ideological reasons and the enduring antagonism between the two 
leaders.

The separation of the balloting procedure with regard to the premiership and the 
party list has further enhanced the polarisation of the party system. During the 1996 
and in particular the 1999 elections, numerous parties competed with diverse 
objectives. These include parties representing the interests of regions, such as The 
Third Way, a mouthpiece of the Golan settlers.29 The other organisations that emerged 
later include: One Nation /Am Echad/ representing the interests of employees and 
pensioners; the environment protection Green Party /Yeruchim/; the Green Leaf Party 
/ Ale-Yaroch/, calling for more humane treatment of drug-abusers; The Law of Nature 
Party, led by former beauty queen Pnina Rosenblum, represents the rights of women 
and the aged as well as supports the recognition of the Palestinian State etc. The 
majority of these clusters remained on the periphery of political life and only The Third 
Way and -  three years later -  the Am Echad received mandates in the Knesset for a 
single cycle in 1996.
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The antecedents and results of the 16th Knesset elections

The National Unity government created in March 2001 faced serious challenges. The 
main problem arose from Palestinian insurgence. A combination of factors -  the 
rejection of the Oslo peace processes, the September 11 turning point, as well as the 
American-initiated war against terror -  presented a good opportunity to reinforce the 
practice of strong hand politics inherited from the Barak era. As a result of the 
mounting tensions caused by a chain of terrorist attacks -  the security-conscious Israeli 
society vehemently opposed the continuation of the previous approach to the peace 
processes -  thus reinforcing Sharon's position. However, the question remains as to 
whether long-term stability is attainable in light of the de facto liquidation of the 
Palestinian Authority, the rebuilding of local identity and the Sharon plan, -  which 
surpasses even the controversial Bush concept with respect to the creation of 
Palestinian statehood.-"’ The Prime Minister stipulates that the American-led initiative 
to remove the present Iraqi regime would deprive the Palestinians of important 
support resources and the countries hostile to Israel would come under increased 
international pressure. Hence, the acceleration of this process would create favourable 
conditions for Israel with respect to the regional consolidation of the Jewish State.

The other major problem of the national unity government relates to the 
deterioration of the socio-economic situation. Whereas in the first quarter of the 1990s 
Israel belonged to the most developed nations of the world with an impressive 
economic growth -  by the end of the decade -  growth declined and elicited negative 
growth during 2001-2002 and rising unemployment.31 The negative turnaround 
stemmed from world recession in general and high-tech in particular, as well as the Al- 
Aqsa Intifada. All these factors have contributed to the enduring social tension of a 
society previously priding itself in equalitarian values. With respect to family income 
-  in comparison to divergences in other countries -  Israel is second to the United 
States. Moreover, there are no prospects for alleviation of this imbalance.

The critical economic situation necessitated the introduction of austerity measures, 
however, the coalition partners assessed the contents with next year's elections in 
mind. The prime minister -  leader on the popularity rating -  had to rebuff the 
demands of the Shas leaders first. They had been criticising the financial restrictions 
that hurt their interests and Sharon has been forced to risk a split by suspending Shas 
ministers. Behind the scene, however, he had made some political compromises and 
the ministers of Rabbi Yosef were allowed to resume their ministerial duties. However, 
this battle of wills in the spring of 2002 damaged the prestige of the Shas. Sharon had 
no such luck with the Labour Party. The disagreement within the national unity 
government with respect to the negative affects of budgetary restrictions on conflicting 
party interests became ostensibly unbridgeable. During a meeting of the Labour Party
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Central Committee in September, participants demanded a reduction in the budgetary 
allowance designated for the Haredim and the settlers. The faction resolved to reject 
the draft budget at the first parliamentary reading. This resolution directly challenged 
the Labour ministers' intentions with respect to the rejection of the draft only after the 
second or the third reading. Hence, the party's president and the cabinet's Defence 
Minister, Benjamin Ben-Elizier, faced a dilemma. Sharon had unequivocally informed 
him that he would suspend Labour ministers too, if they were to fail in endorsing the 
budget -  even at a cost of bringing forth the Knesset elections scheduled for the 
following autumn. Since the opinion polls had forecast an overwhelming Likud 
majority, the Prime Minister could easily risk using the threat of early elections as a 
form of blackmail. Ben-Elizier -  aware of the fact that the party's prominence rapidly 
declined under his one-year long leadership -  would have preferred to remain in the 
coalition. However -  in view of the mounting animosity within the party ranks with 
respect to his leadership -  he could only achieve this end by striking a deal with 
Sharon. Should this fail, the secession „scenario" of early elections -  despite certain 
defeat -  could be invoked and his internal enemies isolated. This would be the only 
positive outcome of this option. The party leader stipulated that the internal cohesion 
of the party in the face of a small-scale defeat would enable him to continue the 
coalition. However, the compromise with Sharon failed to materialise, consequently 
the Labour Party rejected the prime minister's draft budget on October 30 and -  
after 19 months of cooperation -  his ministers departed from the national unity 
government.32 Stipulating that an entirely right wing government could achieve the 
government's objectives, Sharon filled the vacuum by including the National Union 
and other prominent politicians. However, Sharon and Lieberman failed to reach an 
agreement and -  in order to avoid being made responsible -  Sharon announced in the 
Knesset on November 5 that he would dissolve parliament and call for new elections 
to be held within 90 days.33 The timing may be viewed as a kind of concession to his 
biggest intra-party rival, Netanyahu, who had agreed to be foreign minister during the 
last government of the parliamentary cycle, on condition that early elections are held 
as soon as possible.

Since the retiring Knesset had resolved on November 11 to hold the next elections 
on January 28, 2003, attentions turned to the election of party leaders and party lists. 
As expected, interests focussed on the two main parties. With regard to the Labour 
Party -  apart from Ben-Elizier -  the chairman of the Knesset's Foreign and Security 
Committee, Haym Ramon, and the Mayor of Haifa, Amram Mitzna, had entered the 
contest. Among the three politicians -  all three with military background -  Ramon had 
the least chance, since he had infuriated the older party members when -  as president 
of Histarut in the middle of the 1990s -  he played a significant role in upsetting the 
economic empire of the Trade Union Confederation. The Iraqi-born Ben Eliezer had
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enjoyed the largest grassroots support, however, he became „worn-out" in the Sharon 
government. His adversaries had frequently accused him of trying to transform the 
party into a second Likud and this view endured despite his more flexible attitude 
with respect to the Palestinian settlement than those of the Likud leader.34 Influential 
kingmakers have turned the spotlight on a third candidate, Amram Mitzna. As senior 
civil servant, he had come into sharp conflict with Sharon at the time of the Lebanese 
war, and although he served successfully as mayor for ten years, he lacked experience 
in the higher reaches of political life.

He had been expected to unify the party and guide it back to its previous prominent 
position. The efforts of his supporter power-base succeeded in the first round, since the 
membership of the Labour Party elected the dovish politician as party leader on 
November 19 with an overwhelming majority.3 Subsequently, Mitzna had to steadily 
steer his party's political course towards the centre. He also had to take into account 
that the changes in public opinion reinforced the centre and the right wing. Opinion 
polls had revealed similar trends within the Labour Party itself and the proportion of 
left wing sympathisers declined to one third of the membership. The composition of 
the Labour Knesset list also mirrored this trend. The change in orientation is well 
illustrated by the case of the prominent proponent of the Oslo process -  former justice 
Minister Yossi Beilin -  who came in 36th at the list elections held on December 9, which 
in terms of Knesset mandates was equal to zero.36 Having recognised his isolation 
within the party -  the politician who occupied the 4th position on the 1999 list -  joined 
the Meretz with his group of followers and became the 11th of the Meretz list. The 
leader of the party, Yossi Sárid, in conjunction with Beilin, announced their intention to 
transform the Meretz into a social democratic party. Analysts of Labour strategy were 
satisfied with the changes, since they stipulated that the altered list would attract more 
votes from the centre.

In conjunction with the war on terrorism, an Israeli-Palestinian settlement is a 
paramount aim of the Labour platform. Mitzna construed that since the conflict with 
the Palestinians has been consuming the entire country's energy, occupation should 
end and negotiated political separation should be carried out as soon as possible. He 
envisages this process along the lines of the Clinton plan.37 If this plan were to fail, then 
Israel would have no other choice, but unilateral separation and the Jewish State 
would feel justified to enter the territory of the Palestinian Authority or state. 
According to the party programme, a wall would have to be erected for security 
reasons. The party also stresses the need to rearrange budgetary priorities, the 
implementation of social services, less state financial support for the settlers, the 
separation of Church and State and the improvement of the social condition of the 
country's Arab population.38 Since the elections, Mitzna has not been able to 
consolidate his position. His numerous influential opponents in the Central Committee
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had entertained the idea of rejoining the Sharon-led national unity government 
following the elections. For the time being, Mitzna opposes this idea and advocates the 
return to former Labour Party traditions, based on values and political and moral 
renewal of political life. On the other hand, he stipulates that Sharon would not be able 
to handle the enduring division of the right wing camp, the complex nature of the 
peace-making processes and the looming economic and social crisis. While in 
opposition, the Labour Party would be able to build up grassroots support for the next 

•elections. Mitzna's campaign strategy had not taken into account every eventuality. 
Consequently, the confusion with respect to the inconsistencies in his speeches, 
uncoordinated statements delivered by other party leaders and the ostensible split 
within the party's ranks led to the gradual decline of the party's popularity.39

Meanwhile, the leadership contest in the ranks of the ruling party had intensified 
between Sharon and Binjamin Netanyahu. For months, the former prime minister had 
targeted Sharon's performance with a barrage of criticisms. He had accused the 
premier -  among others -  of neglecting socio-economic issues, inconsistency with 
respect to military actions against the Palestinians and of endangering national 
security by accepting the notion of an independent Palestinian state. In May, the Likud 
Central Committee rejected the creation of a Palestinian State and -  apart from a loss 
in prestige -  Sharon survived unscathed. The dual between Netanyahu and Sharon 
had not damaged the prime minister's popularity. He had carefully avoided any 
statements that may have alienated the radical right wing camp of Netanyahu's 
supporters. Whereas he shared some of their views, he did not want to become 
politically dependent on this group, since this eventuality would have restricted his 
manoeuvring competences and damage the good relations with Washington -  the 
latter had not been a characteristic feature of either the Shamir or the Netanyahu 
period. Following the departure of the Labour ministers, Sharon tried to pacify his 
party rival by offering him the foreign-ministerial post. Consequently, Netanyahu 
faced a dilemma: by refusing the post, he could, on the one hand be charged with 
abandoning his party7s government at a critical moment in time, and by accepting the 
offer he would have to soften his critique of the prime minister, on the other. Finally, 
chose to accept the offer and entered the party presidential race in the November 28 
elections; however, he lost to Sharon by 15 per cent.40 The contest had served the 
purpose of underscoring the large degree of voter support and benchmarking the 
composition of the party list. Netanyahu became second in the Likud CC's December 
8 party list elections and -  to Sharon's annoyance -  his followers also gained prominent 
positions.41 Consequently -  stipulating a possible election victory -  several politicians 
that defected from the Likud earlier, rejoined the party? to battle for „realistic" 
positions.42 During this period the opinion polls had forecast over 40 mandates for the 
Likud -  a landslide victory compared to the 1999 election results. However, this trend
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was disrupted by the convoluted corruption scandal involving a spectrum of 
politicians from the top to the bottom. Following the Likud elections, updates with 
respect to the corruption scandal remained an everyday issue in the media. Among 
others, it transpired that several persons that earlier came into conflict with the law -  
but enjoying high-level political support -  made efforts to become elected into the 
Likud CC. In this respect, several candidates paid mediated bribes to party members 
for their votes. Moreover, during premiership elections, party-loyalists had offered 
various concessions in order to gather extra votes for Sharon. Such incidents had also 
recurred during the Knesset list elections. The party had been further discredited by 
the police investigations with respect to dubious financial dealings involving -  among 
others -  Sharon's two sons that became entangled during the 1999 party presidential 
elections. According to public surveys carried out in the first half of January 2003 -  in 
light of the scandals -  projected Likud mandates had dropped below 30. Fortunately 
for Sharon's party this trend reversed in the second half of January. The day before the 
elections, the prognoses had signalled that the right wing and religious parties would 
become the dominant force with 67 mandates, followed by the left wing and Arab 
parties with 37 and the centre with 16 mandates. Among the major parties Likud 
would receive 30-31 mandates, the Labour Party 18-19, the Shas 13 and the Shinui 14.43

The results of the January 28 elections more or less confirmed the forecast, however, 
there were some surprises. One of these included the unexpectedly low voter turnout 
of 68.5 per cent. Barring the 2001 February premiership elections, this was the lowest 
ever voter participation in the history of Israeli elections. According to the unofficial 
results, the right wing-religious parties received the predicted 67 mandates, while the 
left wing and Arab parties received 33, less than the predicted number and the Shinui 
and Am Ehad centre gained 18 mandates, two more than expected. Among the bigger 
parties, with 38 mandates Likud performed better than expected, Labour gained 19 
and Shinui came third with 15, followed by Shas with 11 mandates. The biggest 
surprise was caused by the performance of the Meretz and Sharansky-led parties 
receiving only a total of 6 and 2 mandates respectively.44

By and large, Likud's recovery after the nadir of the 1999 elections resulted from a 
combination of factors: due to the deteriorating security conditions -  in contrast to 
previous periods they rallied more support from the centre, in addition it attracted or 
recovered more votes from the grassroots electorate of the far right. Consequently, the 
Shas -  previously a beneficiary of Likud's decline -  became the biggest loser. Likud's 
increased openness towards the burgeoning „neo-nationalist" trend in Israeli society 
also contributed to winning right wing support. The supporters of these extremely 
heterogeneous collection of political entities -  comprising the nationalists of the NRP, 
the settlers' representatives, ultra-orthodox spiritual leaders, the new secular right, 
including members of the Lieberman-led Russian immigrant community -  apart from
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the Likud -  can also be found in the Labour Party. The „neo-nationalists" enjoy 
substantial political and financial support from the mainstream American neo
conservative ruling elite. The ethnically, culturally and politically diverse neo
nationalists are in unison with respect to the creation of a new cohesive force in the 
fragmented Israeli society by invoking religious and nationalist values.

Shinui was another ostensibly successful party by surpassing its own potentials. The 
Tommy Lapid-led party benefited mostly from the decline of the left, however, it 
remains an open question with regard to its ability to maintain this advantage in case 
of a Labour Party recovery. Once again, the victorious Ariel Sharon wants to establish 
a national unity government, however, in light of the world changing political realities, 
only time will tell whether he succeeds or not.
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reforms with international assistance. These reforms would open the way for the creation of an 
interim Palestinian State with temporary borders and limited sovereignty, which -  three years on -  
would become a permanent arrangement. Hie president made these proposals -  favourable for 
Israel -  on the condition of Israel's withdrawal from the autonomous territories, the improvement 
of regional security and a settlement with respect to the future of the territories occupied in 1967 
within the framework of the UN Security Council resolution 242 and 338. Bush barely touched upon 
the issue with regard to Israel's settlement policy and other unresolved, yet vital issues. 
/ http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/06/print/20020624-3.html/. At the Hezliya 
Conference held on December 4, 2002, Sharon outlined a proposal endorsing in principle the Bush 
plan, nonetheless, he stressed that the objective can only be achieved through the combination of 
the American and Israeli conceptions. His also premised a sequence of objectives: the complete 
cessation of terror, the replacement of the present Palestinian leadership, and the introduction of 
wide-scale economic reforms, and once these are implemented, Israel would lift military control. 
The second phase of the sequence involves the creation of a temporary and demilitarised 
Palestinian state comprising the present autonomous territories within the bounds of a tightly 
controlled security zone In the third and final phase negotiations will be opened to determine the 
final status of the Palestinian state. / http://mfa.gov.il/mfa/go.asp?MFAHOmtvO/. The divergence 
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implemented, will progress into the next phase will be possible. The second divergence concerns 
the complete absence of objectives requiring finalisation. By his draft plan, Sharon is ostensibly 
playing for time in respect to the implementation of security measures -  the construction of a 380 
km long and 8 metre high security wall -  separating Israel from the security zones comprising the 
West Bank and the autonomous territories. Consequently, if Sharon-type politics were to determine 
the Jerusalem government's political conduct, then the establishment of a „viable" Palestinian state 
would be untenable for some time to come.

31 The annual growth of GDP amounted to 7 per cent in the first quarter of 1990 and fluctuated around 
2 per cent in 1998. Production in 2001 fell to 0.9 per cent and in 2002 -  in terms of the industrialised 
world -  declined to an unprecedented 1 per cent. /Linda Sharaby: Israel's Economic Growth: 
Success Without Security, / http://meria.idc.ac.il/journal/2002/issue3/jv6n3a3.html/. Moreover, 
unemployment has risen from 9.4 to 10.4 during the last two years. /Haaretz, January 1, 2003. /

32 According to Ben-Eliezer, the secession resulted from Sharon's refusal to reschedule a $145 package for 
the sake of the poorer, low-waged and socially deprived towns from the budget allocated to the settlers.

33 Sharon was the first prime minister to invoke paragraph 22 of the Basic Law to dissolve parliament. 
Accordingly, if the prime minister is of the opinion that the distribution of power in the Knesset 
hinders the performance of the government, -  with the consent of the State President -  he can 
legislate with respect to the dissolution of parliament and the staging of fresh elections. This 
procedure is as legitimate as any Knesset legislation /  Basic Law: The Government, 1992, 
h ttp ://www.mfa.gov.il/mfa/go.asp7MFAH00hd0/

34 The plan presented by Ben-Eliezer in May envisaged a three-phase settlement procedure: war 
against terror, the creation of a security zone and finalisation. The latter in singularly interesting 
with respect to the future of Jerusalem: the Arab-inhabited eastern part of the city would be under 
Palestinian jurisdiction; the old city, including Temple Mount, would be an undivided sovereign 
entity with a special international status. According to Eliezer, Jewish settlements in the Gaza Strip 
and the smaller settlements in the West Bank should be liquidated and an agreement should be 
concluded with respect to territorial exchanges.

35 During the elections Mitzna received 53.9, Eliezer 38.2, Ramon 7.2 per cent of the ballots./ 
www.haaretzdaily. November 20, 2002

36 Besides Mitzna, Ben-Eliezer, Peres, Matan Vilnai, s Avraham Burg occupied the first five positions 
on the list. The Iraqi-born Ben-Eliezer, who played an active role in the isolation of Beylin, viewed
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the departure of his rival as a partial revenge against the Ashkenazi-dominated Labour Party elite 
for its past discriminative attitude with respect to the Occidental Jews.

37 In December 2000 President Clinton outlined a plan with respect to an Israeli-Palestinian 
settlement: the entire Gaza Strip and 94-96 per cent of the West Bank -  currently occupied by Israeli 
settlers -  would come under Palestinian jurisdiction in return for the evacuation of 1-3 per cent of 
Israeli territory. Jerusalem -  including the old city -  would enjoy shared sovereignty. Only a small 
portion of Palestinian refugees would be allowed to settle in Israel, the majority would have to settle 
in a Palestinian or any other state and the refugees would receive financial support.

38 http://info.jpost.com/C002/Supplements/Elections2003/pp_labor.html
39 Mitzna's proposal to launch peace negotiation with the Palestinians on the basis of the Clinton plan 

evoked wide-scale criticisms within the ranks of society. His opponents, including Sharon, taunted 
society by claiming the Mitzna would give even more concessions to the Palestinians than Barak 
had, thus threatening the State of Israel. Moreover, Sharansky charged that Mitzna's plans were 
outright anti-nationalistic

40 Less than half of Likud's 305 thousand-strong membership participated in the elections. Sharon 
received 55.8 per cent; Netanyahu 40. 8; and the candidate of radical right Moshe Feiglin 3.4 per cent 
of the ballots./ http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/low/middle_east/2525831.stm /

41 The first five positions on the Likud list comprised Sharon, Netanyahu, Tzachi Hanegbi, Silvan 
Shalom, and Dan Naveh.

42 These included the „barometer" of Israeli domestic politics David Levy, who left the Likud in the 
middle of the 1990 and became the leader of the tiny Gesher /Bridge/ Party comprising of 
Moroccan immigrants and always joined the victorious party in a coalition. He rejoined the Likud 
and became the 17th on the list, which practically ensured a seat for him for another cycle in the 
Knesset.

43 http://www.haaretz.co.il//hasen/objects/pages/PrintArticleEn.jhtml?itemNo=256340 i
44 http://w.mfa.gov.il/mfa/go.asp? MFAH0nl30
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