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The building blocks of Israeli democracy have been its political parties. Israel was 

described nearly fifty years ago as a parteienstaat,  (“party-state”), and the role of political 

parties in the day-to-day operation of the polity has not diminished.  In this session I want to 

discuss the structure and behavior of political parties and related interest groups, how political 

parties are organized in Israel, what their key issues are, and how they differ from each other.   

Then, my focus will shift to interest groups, another very important structure in the contemporary 

Israeli democratic arena. 

 

                                                               The Setting 

 Israeli Parliamentary government.  Model of Parliamentarism in Israel. 

The underlying factor in contemporary Israel that explains a good deal of the turbulence 

in the political system is that of the political party. The Israeli political system has been referred 

                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 This is substantially taken from Chapter 6, “Political Parties and Interest Groups,” in my recent book Politics and 

Government in Israel: The Maturation of a Modern State.  Rowman and Littlefield, 2004. 
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to as a parteienstaat par excellence,1 and the description is appropriate. Political parties played 

an important role in Israel’s achieving statehood. One could even say that the State of Israel “was 

actually brought into existence by political parties, which were organized and developed entities 

. . . years before the coming of statehood.”2 Indeed, contemporary Israeli political parties are a 

direct link to the past in that virtually all have roots in some prestate political form.3 

The Israeli political party system could almost be classified as overdeveloped. Indeed, 

thirty-one parties ran candidates in the Fifteenth Knesset elections in 1999, and fifteen of these 

parties won seats in the Knesset4 by winning at least 1.5 percent of the votes5; twenty-seven 

parties ran in the Sixteenth Knesset elections in 2003, and thirteen parties won seats in the 

Knesset.6 Many of these lists represented temporary electoral coalitions of up to five separate 

political party organizations. Many Israelis believe that the system would be better off with only 

a very small number of parties and see no real need for so many organizations. They suggest that 

Israel could operate with greater stability with only a left, a right, and a religious party, with 

perhaps an Arab party as a fourth party. They argue in support of this position that there is no 

need for four individual religious parties, although many argue that Israel’s various religious 

parties are sufficiently different from each other that one party alone would not meet all social 

needs.7 

There are, of course, several reasons why the independent party organizations continue to 

function—and even thrive—in spite of the fact that they may be losing their autonomy within the 

legislature. Perhaps the most important is that party organizations engage in considerably wider 

ranges of activity than merely drafting legislation. They do not, in other words, confine their 

behavior to only the obviously political. Israel’s parties “have been more than electoral 

mechanisms and formulators of governmental policies.”8 Parties “occupy in Israel a place more 

prominent and exercise an influence more pervasive than in any other state with the sole 
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exception of some one-party states,”9 and they work for their members in a variety of ways to 

maintain public support. One classic study of party activity, to a very large extent still quite 

accurate today, beautifully captures the party-member relationship: 

A person who subscribes to the party’s daily newspaper, is given medical care in a 

party sponsored clinic, hospital, or convalescent home, spends his evenings in a party 

club, plays athletic games in the party’s sports league, gets his books from the 

party’s publishing house, lives in a village or in an urban development inhabited 

solely by other adherents of the party, and is accustomed to look to the party for the 

solution of many of his daily troubles—is naturally surrounded and enveloped by an 

all-pervasive partisan atmosphere.10 

 

 While this is less true today than it was at the time the article was written in 1955, 

political parties in Israel still perform a much broader range of services for their members than 

do parties in most other democracies; thus, they have stronger ties to their publics than is typical 

elsewhere. It therefore becomes clear that an understanding of political parties is absolutely 

essential for a clear understanding of the operation of the Israeli political system. 

 

                                                     Ideology in Israel 

 

“The style of Israeli politics is ideological.”11 Ideology refers to a set of values and beliefs 

pertaining to political behavior and public policy, the political “oughts” or “shoulds.” In 

particular, Israel was born of both socialist and Zionist ideologies,12 both of which have endured 

to this day. In addition to these fundamental philosophies, however, a number of other 

ideological and policy issues have developed over time that have become the focus of much 

debate. Israel’s political culture, in fact, “demonstrates a fascinating mix of ideology and 

pragmatism.”13 Many years ago a path-breaking study of political ideology in Israel was 

undertaken. At that time, five major issues were deemed crucial in determining party platforms: 

1. Private enterprise (a) versus socialism (b) 



4 

 

2. Activist Arab policy (c) versus restraint (d) 

3. Torah-oriented life (e) versus secularism (f) 

4. Pro-Soviet Union (g) versus pro-West (h) foreign policy, and 

5. Zionist (i) versus non-Zionist (j) approaches to the legitimacy of the state14 

 

Based upon these five issues, thirty-two different political party platforms were 

mathematically created, of which nineteen were logically impossible or ideologically 

incompatible. (An example of an incompatible ideological mix would be a pro-Soviet, private 

enterprise, Torah-oriented, non-Zionist platform.) Ten of the remaining hypothesized platforms 

corresponded with platforms of political parties of the time, and three were logically possible, 

but had yet to be offered as political alternatives. 

With the exception of the Soviet question (Issue number 4 from the list above), which is 

not a matter of contention in Israel today (even if we substitute “pro-Russian” for “pro-Soviet” 

versus pro-West the conflict is moot today), the other four issues remain active and the cause of 

further party fragmentation.15 In research done in the Knesset, members were asked to position 

the various political parties of the time along the remaining four scales, which they were able to 

do without trouble. It is clear from the responses that these members felt it was possible to 

position parties along a number of different ideological scales in a way that adequately 

represented their different issue positions and, thereby, gave them their distinctive identities. It is 

also clear from the legislators’ responses that although many of the center, left, and religious 

parties had similar views, they did diverge enough for the legislators to feel comfortable rating 

them separately. 

While the total number of positions on four bipositional issues (“yes”/“no,” 

“for”/“against”) is only sixteen,16 some of which may be logically contradictory or incompatible, 

the various degrees of opinion and intensity of belief for each of the four issues leave open the 

possibility for more competing party organizations to form. At the same time, conversely, some 

political parties have become firmly identified with specific ideological positions. This concept 
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is represented in Table 6.1. 

 

Table 6.1 Four Bipositional Issue Spectra and Possible Political Party Positions 

 

 It is clear how extraordinarily tenuous some of the coalition governments in Israel have 

been, how difficult it is for partners to be partners: they disagree, sometimes fundamentally, on 

many issues, including economic policy, how flexible Israel should be in negotiations with Arab 

powers, what Israel’s policy should be in regard to settlements on the West Bank, what influence 

the Orthodox religious groups should have in politics, and so on. 

 Party ideology has been most important in times of elections. “Israeli voters tend to 

report that ideological considerations are important” in motivating their votes.17 To some extent, 

of course, this depends upon how one defines “ideology,” because in one sense all of Israeli 

politics is ideological. If we define “ideology” in a more specific sense to include policy 

positions on a wide variety of individual issues, then it is possible to conclude that electoral 

campaigns have become less ideological over the years. Many argue that ideological differences 

between the parties have decreased to such an extent that general party image and the popularity 

of individual party leaders have taken the place of ideology as the reason why people vote as 

they do.18 

Over the years, the predominant coalition of political ideologies in Israel has been 

deemed to have shifted to the right19 toward a more conservative and hawkish position. This was 

one of the reasons for Likud’s victory and the Labor Alignment’s loss in the 1977 election; the 

left’s ideology had become stale and had fallen out of step with public opinion.20 To some extent, 

the creation of preelectoral blocs between several different political parties has tended to force 

some of the parties to relax their ideological rhetoric. Parties seeking to hold political office must 
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operate in the real world, and this has sometimes necessitated their making political deals with 

parties that take opposing ideological positions, requiring some compromise and modification of 

pure ideological standards.21 

 

                                                         The Functions of Parties 

 

Quite apart from the fact that we may credit the various organizational ancestors of 

contemporary political parties for assisting in the formation of the State of Israel, contemporary 

political parties perform a significantly greater number of important functions in the political 

system. Although we do not mean to suggest that all Israeli parties perform all of these functions 

(or that they all perform them equally well), it can be suggested that most parties perform most 

of these functions most of the time. 

First, parties act as personnel agencies, or mechanisms to assist in the recruitment of 

political leaders.22 It is very clear that in Israel one does not become active in politics at the 

national level without operating within a party framework. Independents are not elected to the 

Knesset, and the Knesset does not encourage the participation of independent, nonparty 

members. I’ll come back to this point in just a minute.  Individuals seeking political office in 

Israel must operate using the vehicle of a political party. This assertion is further substantiated by 

the fact that when individuals break away from established political parties; they do not compete 

in the political arena as independents. Rather, they establish their own political parties and 

continue to operate in the party-dominated environment. An overarching explanation for this is 

the country’s electoral system. The Israeli formula of proportional representation makes it 

impossible – legally impossible -- to run for office without a party label. The nature of the 

electoral system likewise gives party leaders a great deal of leverage over individual members 
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even after elections. 

The second function of political parties is to help organize groups and articulate political 

demands.23 Parties seek the support of various constituencies when elections for the Knesset are 

at hand, and they work full time between elections to continue generating public support for their 

organizations. Translated into action, this means that parties publish newspapers, operate medical 

clinics, subsidize housing, run job-placement services, and provide a wide range of additional 

specialized services to their members.24 Beyond this, when parties see new issues looming on the 

public agenda, they seek to stake out an advantageous position in relation to their own platforms 

and those of their rivals. Parties will act to mobilize groups around their issues and will speak out 

in an effort to attract even more popular and electoral support. This is especially true in relation 

to issues of social class structure.25 The importance of Russian immigrants is very clear in this 

way, with the creation of Yisrael Ba’Aliya, a political party focused overwhelmingly on the 

problems of Russian immigrants.26 In this respect, political parties in Israel can be seen to act as 

movements, in addition to being simply political parties in the conventional sense of the word. It 

is difficult for citizens of other democracies, in which political parties serve primarily elective 

functions, to appreciate the extent to which parties in Israel touch a wide range of aspects in an 

Israeli citizen’s life. 

A third function involves providing an ideological or perceptual frame of reference for 

voters. The world is a complicated place, and very often citizens (and voters) are not sure how to 

perceive events happening around them. Parties perform a useful function here by staking out 

positions on a wide range of issues, offering general and detailed explanations for why those 

opinions are the “correct” opinions to hold, and thereby making the political world a more 

understandable place for individuals who might not otherwise grasp many of the finer points of 

contemporary political discourse. In this sense parties perform a crucial role in the function of 
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political socialization, the process by which individuals develop beliefs, attitudes, and values 

related to the political world. Along with the family, schools, ethnic groups and group leaders, 

occupational colleagues, peers, the media, and community leaders, the political party plays a 

significant role in serving as a point of orientation as the individual develops his or her views 

about how and why the political world operates as it does.27 

Finally, parties serve as so-called linkage mechanisms, helping to tie the individual to the 

political system within which he or she resides. Although there are formal mechanisms in the 

Israeli political system that link members of the public to governmental structures, namely 

specifically elected representatives, there is a great deal of ambiguity about the role that the 

representative should play. Since Israelis vote for political parties, not individual candidates, and 

since there are no geographical districts in Israel as we noted earlier, individual Israelis are left 

without their own official – governmentally designated -- representatives. It is, instead, through 

the political party that Israelis relate to the political system as a whole. Israeli parties are what is 

termed mass parties—they are based upon mass membership and are truly run by the rank-and-

file of the party—and it is the party that provides the opportunity for individuals to feel that they 

have a real say in the political process. 

 

 

The Electoral System and Israeli Voting Behavior 

 

 

The electoral system of any country is very important in terms of both its role in the 

selection of political leaders and its influence on the nature and style of political discussion and 

activity.  This is clearly the case in Israel where the electoral system itself promotes such diverse 

and even contradictory phenomena as a splintering of established political parties, strict party 

discipline, and close overall control of individual legislators within the separate party organiza-

tions.  Indeed, the very nature of the Israeli electoral system is often credited with being the 
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prime reason for so many political parties.  There are few institutional incentives for factional-

ized parties to remain together, and many for groups with a moderate amount of popular support 

to break away from parent political organizations and run for office under their own banners.   

Conversely, individuals who do not wish to break away are left in a very vulnerable 

position in relation to their party leaders, for party leaders can use the electoral system as a lever 

-- or a threat -- to remind the rank-and-file that they would do better to act in a manner consistent 

with party guidelines, or face the consequences.  Not surprisingly, then, there have been numer-

ous calls for reform of the Israeli electoral system over the years and, as we have already noted, a 

major reform of the electoral system (involving the direct election of the prime minister) was en-

acted by the Knesset in 1992 and came into effect in 1996, only to be repealed in 2001!  

 

Proportional Representation and Elections 

 

Maurice Duverger, a French political scientist, once wrote that there was a direct rela-

tionship between the electoral system of a nation and the number and nature of political parties 

which existed in it.  More specifically, Duverger wrote that proportional representation elections 

lead to multiple political parties.xxviii  That is certainly the case in Israel. 

Israeli elections must be held at least every four years.  That is, although the maximum 

term of any single elected Knesset is four years, the Knesset may vote to dissolve itself prior to 

the normal time of expiration of its term and call for new elections.  Unlike the situation in other 

parliamentary systems, only the Knesset, not the head of state, has the power to dissolve it prior 

to the expiration of its legislated term of office.  On a number of occasions in Israeli history the 

term of a Knesset has been less than four years, including most recently the term following the 

1996 election, when new elections were held in 1999; on two occasions (1949-51, and 1959-61) 
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it was less than three years.  

The Fundamental Law: the Knesset says that Athe Knesset shall be elected in general, na-

tional, direct, equal, secret, and proportional elections.@xxix  This means, in practice, that all citi-

zens eighteen years of age or older can vote.  The actual electoral system employs a single-ballot, 

national constituency, proportional representation electoral framework.xxx  That is, the whole 

country is considered a single electoral district, and each voter casts his or her vote for the party 

whose platform and candidates he or she most prefers.  The percentage of votes received by each 

party in the national election determines the percentage of seats it will accordingly receive in the 

Knesset. 

Parties receiving at least 1.5 percent of the vote are entitled to representation.  Parties 

receiving less than this Athreshold@ receive no Knesset representation.  Total votes in the 

election (minus the votes going to parties which receive less than the 1.5 percent threshold) are 

divided by 120, the total seats in the Knesset, thereby establishing a "key".   

During the pre-election period, the amount and degree of partisan campaigning reaches 

intense proportions.  Election periods vary in length; when the Knesset passes the Act dissolving 

itself and calling for new elections, it sets the period of the campaign.  There is no legally man-

dated period, although campaigns generally tend to last for about eight to ten weeks.  Election 

expenses of Israel's political parties through the 1960s had been among the world's highest.xxxi  

Reform in 1969 led to limitations on overall campaign expenses and increased government over-

sight of party spending during the election period.   Since 1973 Israeli parties have been forbid-

den from receiving corporate contributions.xxxii  Parties are given free time on television and 

radio for campaigning, and those which already control seats in the Knesset are given substantial 

allowances for the electoral campaign based upon the number of seats they control in the Knesset 
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at the time.xxxiii 

The role of the media has changed over time.  The media have begun to be recognized in 

the scholarly literature as playing a significant role in Israeli campaigns.xxxiv  During the last 

month of the campaign each party list is allocated ten free minutes of television prime time each 

evening, six nights a week, and parties already represented in the Knesset receive an additional 

four free minutes per seat they controlled in the previous Knesset.   

Opinion about the quality and level of argument presented in these advertisements varies, 

however, and varies to such an extent that one wonders if the editorial-writers were in the same 

country watching the same television!xxxv  Yeshayahu Ben-Porat wrote in an editorial in one 

major newspaper (Yediot Aharonot, October 9, 1988) that AMost, if not all of the party telecasts 

constitute an insult to the intelligence.  They are based on the assumption that the average voter 

is an infantile imbecile, whose vote will be determined by some jingle or electronic or graphic 

stunt taken from the world of video pacman games.  There is no doubt that the television 

campaign adds an extra dimension to the campaign.  The question is, is the extra dimension a 

positive one or a negative one?xxxvi 

During the campaign, walls are covered with party advertisements, while rallies and 

speeches abound.  All registered voters are mailed an official government publication, prepared 

by the Central Elections Committee, which contains information provided by all political parties 

which have lists of candidates on file with the Election Bureau.  This Central Elections Commit-

tee is made up of members of Knesset parties in proportion to their strength.  The information 

provided to all voters includes the Hebrew letter or letters which the parties have chosen as their 

electoral symbols, their party platform, and a list of their candidates, in order.  

Lists of candidates for Knesset elections may be submitted either by a party which is 
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already represented, or by a group of 2,500 qualified voters.xxxvii In 1948 the requirement was for 

a group of 250 qualified voters.  This was raised to 750 in 1951, and it has steadily increased 

ever sincexxxviii  Individuals whose names are on party lists must write to the Central Elections 

Committee and accept their nominations.  In order to submit lists of candidates to the voters, new 

parties must deposit a sum of money (about $2,800 in 1984xxxix with the Central Elections 

Committee; if it wins at least one seat its deposit is returned, if not, it forfeits a portion. This is 

designed to discourage truly Aunrealistic@ parties from campaigning.  But it is clear  from the 

number of parties that compete in Knesset elections that this desire does not stop new parties 

from forming. 

Many of the serious parties submit lists with 120 names on them, one for each possible 

seat in the Knesset, even though the parties know that none will win 100 percent of the vote.  

Smaller parties, and the Aunrealistic@ parties, often submit smaller lists, with fewer names, 

realizing that there is no point in their putting forward 120 names.  Sometimes even the smaller 

parties surprise themselves, though.   Some parties today use primary elections and/or national 

conventions to determine the composition of their electoral lists.xl   

The official assignment of seats in the Knesset is determined purely by position on a 

party list.  If a party wins 25 percent of the national vote and is allotted thirty seats in the Knesset 

on the basis of that result (25% x 120 seats = 30 seats), the seats are awarded to the first thirty 

names on the party list.  If a member of Knesset dies during the term, or if a member resigns for 

some reason, the seat is passed along to the next name on the list. The importance of rank order 

for an individual candidate on the party electoral list immediately becomes clear.  Since most 

parties will put a great number of names on their lists that have no realistic chance of being 

elected it is of crucial importance to a serious candidate that he or she be placed in a as high as 
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possible a position on the party list.xli                    

This positioning on electoral lists has a great deal of significance in the Israeli political 

recruitment process.xlii  It also has an equal importance in terms of intraparty and interfactional 

argument over which individual is placed in which position on the electoral list.  In a pre-elec-

toral coalition, in which one electoral list is submitted for a number of parties, such as some of 

the pre-electoral alliances discussed in the preceding chapter, one's position on the list is as de-

cisive for the parties as for the individuals concerned.  This position is determined in a confer-

ence of party leaders, the most important party in the alignment receiving the best positions, and 

so on.   

As a general rule, there is no overall formula for the placement of party factions in order 

on the list.  Each position is argued over individually among the parties involved until an 

agreement is reached.  This type of argument can sometimes lead to near crisis for the pre-

election party alignments: on one occasion the Likud alignment almost fell apart before an 

election because of fighting between the State List and the Free Center parties over which would 

receive the thirty-sixth position on the party list and which would receive the thirty-seventh 

place.xliii 

Some parties reach a compromise on list positions by determining that there shall be a 

rotation of office; this is especially frequent in the smaller parties which can only elect a few 

members.  Occasionally in the middle of a parliamentary term a member of one small party bloc 

will resign because of a preelection compact within his party which required that he do so half-

way through the Knesset's term of office so that a member of another party faction, who was 

next on the party list, could assume a seat in the Knesset.xliv 
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 A good position on the party list, which is important to the leaders of party factions who 

desire maximum representation in the Knesset, is likewise critical for serious candidates.  On the 

Labor list, which won 49 seats in the Eleventh Knesset, positions 45 through 55 were in the 

Amaximum risk@ area.  A higher position would have been considered Asafe@ since it was virtu-

ally assured before the election that the party would win that share of the vote, and a lower 

position was considered Aunrealistic@ since it was equally virtually assured that the party would 

not win that much of the vote.  Today the Labour Party, and other big parties, have primary 

elections for positions on the party list, so the decisions about ranking candidates are not made in 

the Asmoke-filled rooms@ of the past. 

Because their position on the party list is so critical for those who want to advance their 

political careers, individual Knesset members in parties that do not have primary elections are 

extremely vulnerable to the party leaders and list makers.  The member who is elected from a 

Asafe@ position -- for example position number thirty on the Labor party list -- who is too much 

of a maverick during the Knesset term, who votes against the party or who speaks against the 

party, may find his or her position on the next electoral list lowered, perhaps by only one or two 

positions as a warning, or perhaps more.  This ability to lower a member's position on the list 

puts a real lever in the hands of those who demand party discipline in the Knesset.45 

Since the assignment of a Asafe@ position on the party list, or even the assignment of a 

"marginal" position, may be entirely up to the discretion of the party leaders in a given party,46 a 

safe position is usually awarded as a prize or a reward for a history of good work and loyalty.  

The work may involve living on a party kibbutz, working at the party`s headquarters in one of 

the many possible full-time positions,  or merely being active in campaign activities.  Even being 

placed in an Aunrealistic@ or Asymbolic@ position can be seen as an honor for a political 

neophyte, for it implies that with continued good work and loyalty a higher list rank and possibly 
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 a Knesset seat might eventually be forthcoming.  The party list thus becomes a prime tool in the 

hands of the party leaders for recruiting new members.  If leaders see an individual whom they 

would like to nurture and encourage to become active in the party, they can place him or her in 

the Amarginal@ zone, or slightly below that, with the implicit understanding that better things are 

to come. 

In addition to recruiting individuals with the Knesset list, the party can also use the list 

strategically to attract groups.47  The group may serve as the focal point in this process, where 

the party may offer groups Asafe@ or Amarginal@ positions on the party list in exchange for party 

endorsements and support.   

All types of groups are "represented" on the party list, irrespective of how the group 

candidates are chosen.  Local party organizations vie for "safe" places as well as union 

organizations, professional association, ethnic groups, and the like.  In recent years the major 

parties have significantly "opened" their nomination procedures with primary elections affecting 

candidates and candidates= positions on the party list, but the basis of group representation has 

not changed.48 

 

Election Results and Coalition Governments 

 

 The Complexity of the Coalition Formation Process 

 Governments and Coalitions 

 

 

Voting Behavior and Electoral Results 

To begin with, overall voter turnout in Israel is high.  It has ranged from a high of 86.8% 
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 in 1949 for the first Knesset election, to a low of 75.1% in 1951, with an average of about 80%.  

Turnout in 1999 was 78.7 percent, and in 2003 turnout was 67.8 percent, one of the lowest 

turnouts in modern times.49    Even the voting turnout of the Bedouin voters in Israel is slightly 

over 64 percent over time, lower than most other groups in Israel, but certainly much higher than 

a corresponding American figure.  One interesting difference between Jewish and non-Jewish 

Israelis has appeared in recent research:  they differ significantly in their motivations for non-

participation: few Jewish Israelis fail to vote for ideological or political reasons, and their 

responses to interview questions indicated that when they failed to vote it tended to be because of 

Atechnical@ factors such as illness, having failed to register to vote, or not having adequate 

identification when they intended to vote; non-Jewish Israeli citizens, on the other hand, 

expressed a conscious motive in their nonparticipation: A54.6 percent of the non-Jews gave 

purposeful absention as the reason for not voting, compared to 12.8 percent of the sample of 

Jewish voters.@50 

Voting and Ideology 

 

Why Israelis vote as they do has been the subject of much study over the years.  Certainly 

one explanation has to do with ideology -- what Israeli voters believe and what policy alterna-

tives the political parties offer the voters.  According to Arian: AIsraeli voters tend to report that 

ideological considerations are important in motivating the vote.  The Israeli political system is, 

and is perceived to be, ideological in nature; one is tempted to say that this is the ideology of the 

system.@51  Survey research data tend to support this view:  recent survey research has shown 

that in response to the question AWhich is the most important factor in influencing a person to 

vote for a particular party?@ 32 percent responded that their party identification was the most 

important factor, 10 percent responded that the party's candidate was most important, 53 percent 
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 said that the party's platform or ideology was most important, and only four percent indicated 

that the party's being in government or opposition was most important, with two percent offering 

other responses.52 

One of the real problems with political ideology in Israel, and one dimension in which we 

can see its direct impact upon the electoral system and electoral behavior, has to do with the 

number of cross-pressures that individuals face.  Cross pressures can be defined as conflicting 

claims on a voter=s loyalties, with one loyalty B or issue B pushing in one direction, and another 

pulling him or her the opposite way.   

In the United States, with its loose party discipline in the legislature, this would not be so 

great a problem.  Although various Republicans in Congress may have different opinions on 

some crucial issues, they can all survive as Republicans because the national party platform is 

(deliberately) general and vague, and because they have a great deal of legislative autonomy 

(including actual voting) in Congress.  In the Knesset, however, with highly disciplined political 

parties that try to deliver on policy promises they make, members of legislative parties cannot 

disagree on important policy issues.  Instead, new political parties tend to be formed that repre-

sent new specific policy combinations. 

In fact, some in Israel say that more parties are needed, not less, because of the great 

number of possible issue positions that can be taken.  As we noted earlier, the various degrees of 

opinion and intensity of belief for each issue leave the possibility open for more competing party 

organizations to form.  Given that most of the major issues in the Israeli political arena are not 

bipositional, there is a "left", a "right," and a "center," as well as a number of intermediate 

positions, there is room for a wide range of parties to functionally represent the spectrum of 

views in Israeli politics. 

Ethnicity 
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 Although scholarship on Israeli voting behavior has found a number of meaningful 

associations in recent years, the most important has increasingly been that pertaining to ethnicity.  

In brief, Likud was brought to and has stayed in power since 1977 (with a couple of brief periods 

of Labour government since 1977), with the support of the Sephardim -- Jews of Asian, African, 

or Middle Eastern background.  Correspondingly, the Alignment is most strongly supported by 

European Jews (including American Jews), the Ashkenazim.53 

Interpretations of this phenomenon vary.  Many suggest that for almost thirty years, while 

the Alignment was in control in Israeli politics, the Sephardic Jews were systematically Ashut 

out@ of top political positions in the Government, the bureaucracy, and the Knesset.  This was 

reflected directly in the electoral lists for the Knesset, although in the early years the Alignment 

Aregularly won support from most groups in society.@54  Significant change in electoral behavior 

occurred during the 1970's.  Research has shown that  

in the late 1960s both parties were predominantly Ashkenazi; by 1981 the 

Alignment had stayed that way, and the Likud had become predominantly 

Sephardi.  The turnabout seems to have occurred in 1977 when a majority of the 

Likud vote was Sephardi for the first time.55 

 

Other reasons can be advanced for the increased Sephardi vote as well.  As the proportion 

of Sephardim in the population increased from a minority to a majority, and as awareness of their 

relatively lower income and education levels grew, the Sephardim became increasingly dissatis-

fied with the "in" party, Labor.  At the same time Likud was seeking a new constituency, and the 

attraction of Likud to the Sephardim proved advantageous for both parties.  In any event, for 

whatever reasons, Aethnic politics@ has been more and more visible in Israel for the last three 

elections, and there is no indication that this will not continue to be the case even though the 

Alignment has undertaken a concerted effort to break the Likud's hold on the loyalties of the 

Sephardim. 
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 Voting Trends 

 

Although there have been a large number of short-term variations in the sixteen elections 

for the Knesset, most have been exhaustively chronicled and analyzed in specific monographs 

and essays.56  Here we simply want to demonstrate a few general trends in recent elections. 

First, observers of elections in Israel have seen a substantial decline -- and then partial 

resurgence -- in the strength of the Labor Alignment, as illustrated in Figure 7.2.  This has been 

explained as a function of both short- and long-term factors.  After the 1977 election the Labor 

leader indicated that "corruption in his party was the major cause of the Labor defeat in the 

election."  In fact,  

during the Seventh and Eighth Knessot there were scandals in the Finance 

Ministry, the Bank of Israel, and personal financial illegalities committed by the 

Labor Prime Minister (Rabin) and his wife... These events simply led to the public 

perception of the Labor party as a whole becoming corrupt, and a good share of 

the public was looking for new leadership.57 

 

In the longer term one could list ethnicity  (already discussed in the preceding section), 

other demographic shifts, and changes in the general political setting as factors influencing 

voting behavior.  Many analysts noted that the terrorist bombing of an innocent civilian's vehicle 

the day of the 1988 Knesset election was responsible for a last-minute swing of several percent 

of the vote to the Likud party during that election.  In sum, although Mapai was originally the 

overwhelmingly dominant party on the political landscape in Israel, this was at least partly 

because it was the government party.  As the role of the government has changed, the advantages 

to members of the public of supporting Mapai, and then the Alignment, have changed, and voters 

have proven to be much more willing to switch to other parties when given the choice in national 

elections. 

In more recent years foreign policy issues, the question of settlements on the West Bank, 

and the general issue of national security have also come to be seen as distinguishing character-
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 istics of the two major political parties.  Likud was the party of the Astrong response@ to the 

Arab challenge, while Mapai -- now Labor -- was perceived as the party supporting negotiation 

and moderation.  This has been an image that Labor has tried hard to shed, but to a large extent it 

has not been successful. 

This led to a gradual decline in the strength of Mapai, later the Alignment and then 

Labor, and an increase in the strength of Likud.  When this general pattern is combined with the 

change in degrees of ethnic support, and short term issues such as corruption or the emergence of 

a new political party led by a charismatic leader -- such as the Democratic Movement for Change 

-- are added to the equation, some drastic changes in electoral outcomes can result. 

One thing is quite clear:  Although the Likud may have been seen in Israel's early years 

as a totally Aunrealistic@ alternative basis for a government --  thus leading some voters to 

support Mapai , or Labor, despite being ideologically predisposed not to do so --  that is no 

longer the case today.  Likud has shown that it can govern, and that it does provide an 

ideological and programmatic alternative to the Labor bloc.  This is a self-reinforcing 

phenomenon and means, minimally, that voters will continue to vote for non-Alignment parties 

now that they realize the Israeli political system can survive periods of alternative leadership.   

Beyond this, as can be seen from the figure, we can observe that both of the Amajor@ 

parties have lost strength in recent years in terms of the overall proportion of Knesset seats that 

they control.  Figure 7.3 shows that the proportion of seats that Labor and Likud control in the 

Knesset has declined over time.  As we noted above, much of the blame for this pattern was 

given to the (temporary) new electoral system for direct election of the prime minister, which 

permitted individuals to vote for their preference for prime minister between the Amajor@ 

candidates, but then to vote for a smaller party for the Knesset.  The pattern was not significantly 

reversed, however, when the system reverted to the Aold@ method of electing the Knesset. 
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The Election of 2006 

 Pie chart of voting results 

 List of parties and seats won 

 List of individuals in the coalition 

Significance of the Electoral Process for Israel            

 

The current Israeli electoral system has been criticized for a number of reasons, including 

the fact that the electoral list system makes the member of Knesset too dependent upon party 

leaders, that this means that the member of Knesset has no reason to want to stay in contact with 

the voters, that power is too highly concentrated in the hands of a few party leaders, and that the 

current system leads to unstable government and weak coalitions because it encourages too many 

political parties to compete.58  The Israeli electoral system, according to one scholar,  

has been criticized on three main grounds: that in encouraging multipartism and 

coalition rule it impedes truly responsible government; that it facilitates 

undemocratic choice of candidates; and that it separates between electors and 

representatives.59 

A number of these points deserve additional comment here. 

It is apparent that the electoral system presently constituted encourages many different 

political parties to operate in the Israeli political world.  We have seen how some proposed -- but 

unadopted -- electoral changes would drastically alter the way that both the electoral and the 

party system would operate.  The point to remember, however, is that the electoral system did 

not originally create the many political parties which exist currently in Israel.   They themselves 

created an electoral system that has perpetuated their existence.  As one author put it: "Israel's 

choice of an electoral system...rested on solid precedents from the prestate period."60  Nor should 



22 

 

 we forget that there is also a positive side to multipartism:  It more accurately reflects the 

characteristics of the population. 

We would no doubt see a quieter and calmer electoral system if Israel were divided into 

equal-representative districts.  In that case, most likely two large parties would capture virtually 

all of the Knesset seats, leading to majority government.  However, one of the very special B 

perhaps unpleasant, but special B characteristics of Israeli elections over the years has been the 

degree to which identifiable electoral minorities are able to succeed in attaining Knesset repre-

sentation.  There can be no question that this has forced coalition governments and given many 

smaller B usually religious B parties undue leverage in government policy.  Still, for many this is 

the saving grace of the Israeli electoral framework. 

This situation does, of course, have implications for responsible government and the abil-

ity of elected representatives to deliver on their promises.  No party has ever received an absolute 

electoral majority, thus necessitating the formation (and instability) of coalitions.   As well, small 

electoral groups have a disproportionate influence on government policy. Where a small group 

becomes necessary for the creation of a coalition, that party has an undeserved influence, which 

has been offered as an explanation for the continuation B and indeed expansion B of legislation 

supporting Orthodox Jewish public policy. 

This issue is not likely to go away in future years in political debates in Israel.  The pro-

portional representation system, with electoral lists composed by national party organizations, 

clearly limits the ability of interested individuals to enter the political arena with any likelihood 

of winning at all unless they operate within the framework of an established political party. Some 

of the political parties have opened up their list construction procedures, and now stipulate that 

national conventions must approve positions on the party list.61   But in many cases the closed-

door or "smoke-filled room" scenario is still apt.  In the words of Sager: AHerut and the Liberals 
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 have in recent elections both entrusted the choice of head of the list and the entire task of naming 

the candidates and arranging their order to their Central Committees numbering, respectively, 

1,000 and 240 members.@62  One thousand party members in a convention setting is not exactly a 

smoke filled room, but it is also not an entirely open process. 

On the other hand, although the process may not be entirely open, it is not entirely closed.  

The major parties make a concerted effort to recruit candidates from a variety of social, econo-

mic, ethnic, geographic, and occupational backgrounds.63  In doing so they force themselves to 

be relatively Aopen@.  This process may have additional benefits, in that it may do a better job of 

representing some of these groups than an "open market" approach would.  One study has found 

that women fare better being recruited to positions on the party list than they would in a district-

based electoral system.64 

The Israeli representation system is not one in which open primary elections would be 

appropriate.  Although it is possible for single individuals to offer themselves as "one man lists," 

this is not an established practice in Israeli politics.  An actor who wants to have a realistic 

chance to be elected to the Knesset must operate from a high position on an established political 

party's electoral list.  This does, in fact, make the system less democratic in terms of a choice of 

candidates, especially because individual voters must vote for lists, not individuals, and a voter 

who strongly wants candidate number fifty-three on the Labor list, must wait for the first fifty-

two Laborites to be elected before his or her vote counts for his or her preferred candidate.  This 

is precisely the reason for the Ya=acobi proposal for a number of smaller electoral districts.  

Thus there is no doubt that the electoral system does have a significant impact upon politics in 

the Israeli political system.  

 

                                                               Parties and Issues 

Israeli political history has seen a substantial number of political parties.  
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 Table indicates the major parties that have been active in Israeli elections between 1949 and 2003. 

 

There are a lot of them, and their relationships are quite complex, because many have 

merged, broken apart, and recombined over the years. Political parties that have participated in 

Israeli coalition governments can be conventionally grouped into four categories: left, center, 

right, and religious. (Arab parties exist, too, but have not been formal members of Government 

coalitions or formally in positions of power in the Knesset.65) This quadripartite classification 

has occasionally been upset by the existence of parties that do not fit into the system, such as the 

Democratic Movement for Change (DMC) in the late 1970s. Here we shall briefly describe the 

political parties that ran for office in the elections for the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Knessot and 

won seats in those elections66 to describe not only the basic tenets of the parties today, but also 

the evolution of the parties and the political groups from which they have developed, if 

appropriate. 

                                                    Left Parties67 

One Israel 

One Israel is the current form of the Labor Party, which started in Israeli history as Mapai, an 

acronym for Mifleget Poalei Israel (“Israel Workers’ Party”) in 1930. Labor is a classical social-

democratic political party, with a commitment to government activism to provide social and 

economic benefits for the public.68 The Labor Party’s roots are based in Labor and Zionist 

ideology, and it was founded by the same two groups that founded the Histadrut, the national 

labor federation; these groups were the Ahdut HaAvodah (“Unity of Labor”) and HaPoel 

HaTzair (“Young Labor”). 

 Ahdut HaAvodah itself had a long history, tracing its roots back to 1919 when it was 

created from the Poalei Tziyon (“Workers of Zion”); HaPoel HaTzair was active in Palestine 

from 1905 to 1930 and was a leading force in building Jewish settlements in the area. Mapai was 
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 the dominant partner in the Labor Party after its creation in 1968 from the merger of Mapai, 

Ahdut HaAvodah, and Rafi. Rafi, an acronym for the Reshuma Poaeli Israel (“Israel Labor List”) 

had been created in 1965 when David Ben-Gurion and some of his supporters left Mapai after a 

disagreement over a policy issue. In 1968 most of those who left (but not, it should be noted, 

Ben-Gurion) returned to Mapai and along with Ahdut HaAvodah created the Labor Party. 

 From 1968 to 1974 the Labor Party’s formal party positions were distributed on the basis 

of 57.3 percent for Mapai, and 21.3 percent each to Ahdut HaAvodah and Rafi; after 1974 (when 

Yitzhak Rabin, Shimon Peres, and Yigal Allon were leaders of the three factions and agreed to 

truly merge them), Labor absorbed the three formative groups entirely. Between 1969 and 1984 

Labor and Mapam, an acronym for Mifleget Poaeli Meuchedet (“United Workers’ Party”) joined 

together to form the “Maarach,” or “Alignment.” Mapam had been created in 1948 from the 

merger of two kibbutz-related political parties, HaShomer HaTzair (“The Young Watchman,” 

founded in 1913) and Ahdut HaAvodah (some of which left in 1954 to become independent 

again). After 1984, in protest of the Alignment’s joining the Likud in a national unity 

government, Mapam left the Alignment and continued as an independent party. 

 

Meretz 

Meretz was founded in 1992 by a union of the Citizens’ Rights Movement (CRM), Mapam, and 

Shinui. The CRM was created in 1973 by Shulamit Aloni, an MK from the Labor Party. The 

CRM put great emphasis on civil rights and was willing to make more compromises on 

Palestinian-related issues than was the Labor Party at the time. The focus of Meretz’s ideology is 

on human rights, and thereby Meretz has been associated with the peace process because it has 

championed Arab rights as well as Jewish rights.69 

 

                                              The Center and Right Blocs70 
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 The Center Party has tried to stake out a position in the center of the ideological 

continuum in Israel. Candidates in the 1999 election advocated investing in education, improving 

the economy, and negotiating for peace with Syria and the Palestinians. 

 The Likud (“Union”) was created at the time of the 1973 election when the Free Center 

Party and the Gahal bloc merged. The Free Center had been a bloc of the Herut (“Freedom”) 

Party that had broken away in 1967, only to rejoin in a new form with its former partners in 

1973. (The Free Center later left the Likud in 1977 and joined the reform party the DMC.) Gahal 

actually was another acronym, deriving from Gush Herut Liberalim or Herut-Liberal Bloc, that 

was created in 1965 by Herut and the Liberal Party to compete more effectively in the Mapai-

dominated party system (see Figure 7.2).   

The Liberal Party was formed in 1961 from a merger of the Progressive Party and the 

General Zionist Party, both of which dated from before the creation of the state. Herut was a 

right-wing party founded by those who had been active in the Irgun in the prestate years, with an 

ideology based upon Revisionist Zionism. Herut has become the dominant component in the 

Likud. Since 1977 the Herut/Likud bloc on the right has been the basis of most Israeli 

governments, committed to a diminution of government regulation in the economy, fewer 

concessions to the Palestinians, and strong security concerns. It is significantly reliant on a 

Sephardic constituency to stay in power.71 

 Yisrael Ba’Aliya (“Israel for Immigration”) was created in 1996 by one of Israel’s best-

known immigrants, Natan Sharansky, a Russian-Israeli immigrant who struggled against 

significant odds to leave the former Soviet Union and emigrate to Israel. The party’s general 

ideology is close to that of the Likud, and it has a strong Zionist focus, supporting immigration 

and more state support for new immigrants. Its primary focus has been on the new Russian 

immigrants (of which Sharansky is one). 

 The National Unity Party (HaIchud HaLeumi) was created in 1999 and is itself a right-
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 wing coalition that includes former members of Herut, and other right-wing parties. The platform 

of the party emphasizes that “the land of Israel is the homeland of the Jewish People, from the 

authority of its Torah and heritage, home of the returnees to Zion.”72 

 Israel Our Home (Yisrael Beiteinu) is a new party created before the 1999 elections with 

the specific goal of drawing support from new Russian-speaking immigrants. The founder of the 

party, Avigdor Liberman, was director general for former prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu 

and was a supporter of the Likud Party. His belief was that forming a new party would draw 

more support from the new Russian immigrants than would simply waiting for them to come to 

the Likud. 

 One Nation—For Israeli Workers and Pensioners (Am Ehad) was a party created by 

former members of the Labor Party interested in focusing upon workers and retirees. 

 

                                                    The Religious Parties73 

The National Religious Party (NRP), also known as Mafdal, an acronym for Mifleget Ha 

Datit Leumit (“National Religious Party”), was created in 1956 by the merger of HaPoel 

HaMizrahi (“Eastern Workers,” established in 1922 as an Orthodox religious workers’ party) 

and Mizrahi (“Eastern,” established in 1902 as an Orthodox religious Zionist party). In 1949 

Mizrahi joined with other religious parties to form the United Religious Front. Between 1948 

and 1977, the NRP allied with Labor in coalition governments, in return for which it continually 

controlled the Ministry of Religious Affairs. Until 1981 the NRP fairly regularly drew about 10 

percent of the vote and received about twelve seats in the Knesset; after that time there were 

other religious parties, and the NRP contingent in the Knesset was significantly smaller. 

 Shas, or Sephardic Torah Guardians, was created as a religious and theocratic party in 

1984 by the former Agudat Israel (“Society of Israel”). Shas is really a Sephardic copy of Agudat 

Israel and was founded in Poland in 1912 and reestablished in Palestine in the 1920s with most 
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 of Agudat Israel’s Ashkenazic supporters moving to the United Torah Judaism Party. In 1949 

Agudat Israel joined with Mizrahi to be part of the United Religious Front, and between 1955 

and 1959 it operated with Poalei Agudat Israei (“Workers’ Society of Israel”) as the Torah 

Religious Front. The Torah Religious Front broke up prior to the 1961 election. Agudat Israel 

was a non-Zionist party directed by a Council of Torah Sages whose primary function was 

religious, not political. Shas became a major party only in recent years when the primarily 

Ashkenazic-dominated Agudat bloc refocused its attention on Orthodox Sephardic Jews, whose 

support for Shas has turned it into the third largest party in Israel today. Shas today is considered 

a party for the ultra-Orthodox Sephardim; most Ashkenazic ultra-Orthodox have chosen to 

support the United Torah Judaism Party. 

 United Torah Judaism is a coalition of two ultra-Orthodox religious parties, Agudat Israel 

(see above discussion of Shas) and Degel HaTorah (“Flag of the Torah”). Degel HaTorah was 

formed in 1988 and is an Ashkenazic spin off of Shas. 

 

                                                             Reform Parties74 

Shinui (“Change”) was created in 1973 as a protest group in response to the 1973 War. In 

1976 Shinui joined the DMC, led by Yigal Yadin, but three years later, when the DMC joined 

Menachem Begin’s Likud-led coalition government, the Shinui faction broke away from the 

DMC to compete independently. It has survived, while the DMC has not. In 1992 Shinui joined 

Meretz, but competed independently again in 1999. Shinui’s concerns are to the left of Labor and 

Meretz; it advocates a free-market economy based on liberal principles, and it supports the peace 

process between Israel and its neighbors.75 

 

                                               Far Left, Communist, and Arab Parties76 

The Democratic Front for Peace and Equality has roots dating back to the creation of 
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 Israel. In 1949 the Communist Party of Israel, or Maki, the acronym for Mifleget Kommunistit 

Yisraeli (“Israel Communist Party”) was created, and in 1965 it broke into two factions, Maki 

and Rakah. Maki continued to be primarily Jewish, while Rakah, an acronym for Reshuma 

Kommunistit Hadash (“New Communist List”) was mostly made up of Arab Communist 

supporters. In 1973 Maki and Rakah joined again as Moked (“Focus”). In 1977 Maki and several 

other groups created Shelli, an acronym for “Peace for Israel and Equality for Israel,” Shalom 

l’Israel, which dissolved in 1984. The Democratic Front for Peace and Equality arose from the 

gap created by the disappearance of Shelli.77 

 The United Arab List (UAL) is a coalition of the Arab Democratic Party and other small 

Islamic organizations in Israel. The Arab Democratic Party was created in 1988 and has focused 

on equality for Arab-Israelis and Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank. The primary focus of 

the UAL is the creation of a Palestinian state and the removal of all Israeli settlements in the 

West Bank and Gaza areas. 

Table 6.3 Parties Winning Seats in the Elections for the Sixteenth Knesset, 2003 

 

 Balad, the National Democratic Alliance is one of Israel’s major Arab parties, advocating 

the return of Arab refugees from 1948 and 1967, Israel’s withdrawal to 1967 borders, and the 

creation of a Palestinian state. Balad was made up of a variety of factions, including the Arab 

Movement for Change, created in 1996. 

 What we see in this brief examination of the Israeli party system is an almost bewildering 

array of political opinions and options, as shown in the Table. The nature of the electoral system 

tends to permit—even encourage—a proliferation of what we can call maverick parties. It is 

relatively easy for a well-known political leader with a solid base of support to break away from 

his former party and to form a party of his own, with little that is ideologically new, just with 

himself or herself as the party head. This is precisely why it is difficult to pinpoint the 
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 differences in substance between many of the parties, because often there are very few 

substantive differences. What we find is a series of personal followings that form individual 

parties that then establish coalition blocs on the basis of ideology and programmatic preference. 

 

                                                         Interest Groups  

Interest groups are commonly defined as collections of like-minded individuals. There 

are many different kinds of interest groups, some highly organized, others less so. Some are 

large, such as organizations for Russian Jewish immigrants; others are small, such as groups for 

pensioners’ rights. Regardless of their size or level of organization, interest groups are important 

because of the manner in which they can influence the behavior of a Government.78 Not only do 

interest groups communicate the views of the public, they also help to communicate the views of 

the Ggovernment back to different segments of the public. Thereby, interest groups serve as 

linkage mechanisms in the democratic machinery of government.79 It should be noted, however, 

that interest groups in Israel do not have the level of activity or importance that they do in many 

other democratic polities, because many of the most important functions performed by interest 

groups elsewhere are performed by the political party organizations in Israel. In a sense, then, 

political parties have essentially usurped many of the roles traditionally played by interest 

groups. 

 Not all of the specialized parties have been as successful as others, however. To take only 

one example, the new party focused on pensioners was not successful in the election of 1999 

because not enough of its target membership was willing to forsake other interests to cast their 

votes for the pensioners’ party; they apparently preferred to vote based upon their other interests. 

A study of that election showed that if only 10 percent of those who ostensibly would have had 

an interest in the issues of that party—those aged sixty-five or older—had voted for the party, the 

party would have elected two MKs in the election of 1999. Instead, it received less than 1.5 



31 

 

 percent of the total vote and received no representation in the Knesset.80 

 The largest single interest group in Israel is labor, the largest organization of which is the 

Histadrut or General Federation of Workers, which was established in 1920.81 The Histadrut is 

often referred to as a national labor union, but it is much more than that. It owns, builds, rents, 

and sells property, runs housing projects, administers medical clinics, owns newspapers and 

publishing houses, supervises schools, and in general is responsible for a wide range of social 

services. Through the 1977 Knesset election – that is, as long as the Labor Party dominated 

Government coalitions -- the Histadrut had very strong and close ties with the Government. 

Primarily this was achieved through an explicit overlap (or interlocking directorate) of personnel 

in leadership positions of each. In the process, Histadrut actually inspired many important pieces 

of legislation dealing with labor and employment, such as the Hours of Work and Rest Law, the 

Youth Employment Law, and the Labor Exchange Law.82 

 Another interest group that must be considered when examining Israeli politics is the 

military. The study of civil-military relations has demonstrated that the military does influence 

public policy in Israel.83 Since an overwhelming percentage of Israel’s adult population is either 

on active service or in the reserves, opinions of the military have a way of finding their way into 

politics. This is particularly noticeable when one examines the political recruitment process. 

There has been no shortage of examples—Dayan, Rabin, Weizmann, Sharon—of individuals 

who have achieved fame through their military exploits, then exchanged that fame for a position 

on a party’s electoral list or have simply gone out and formed their own political  party. On the 

whole, studies of Israeli army officers “have indicated that their political attitudes and 

orientations are as diverse as those of the population at large. They do not constitute a distinct or 

separate ideological bloc.”84 

 International Jewry constitutes yet a third group that exercises an influence in Israeli 

politics. Diaspora Jewry has on many occasions expressed its policy preferences through a 
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 variety of mechanisms, including formal organizations such as the Jewish Agency, the World 

Zionist Organization, and the American Jewish Committee, as well as through direct 

communication between them and Israeli politicians. It is clear that international Jewry was very 

important in terms of its response to the 1988 election in which its American component (at 

least) exerted great pressure on Yitzhak Shamir to deter him from forming a Likud-Orthodox 

coalition in a fashion that would force a ruling on the Who is a Jew? question. The eruption of 

this long-simmering controversy—with the Orthodox parties wanting Mr. Shamir to introduce 

legislation recognizing only Orthodox Jewish conversions and marriages, among other rituals—

generated a tremendous amount of concern in Jewish communities outside of Israel, and is an 

excellent case study of how overseas Jewish communities can influence domestic Israeli politics. 

 The fact of the matter is that the Israeli government receives a great deal of money 

through these international interest groups, and thus is very sensitive about avoiding actions that 

might cause an erosion of this international support. For example, “Because of the prestige and 

wealth of its members, the American Jewish Committee has been especially cultivated by 

Israel’s leaders. It is the only private organization with which the Israeli government has reached 

a quasi-official agreement defining a ‘proper’ relationship with Diaspora Jewry.”85 

 Finally, but not least, specific ethnic groups have begun to influence government policy 

in a direct way.86 For many years, as we have already noted, the Ashkenazic group of the Israeli 

population dominated the political arena. Sephardic Jews were a substantial minority in Israel 

(even approaching majority status), but were systematically excluded from positions of 

leadership in the party organizations, governmental bureaucracy, and elected positions. In recent 

years the Sephardic groups in the Israeli population have begun to speak out, to organize, and to 

lobby in their own interest. Their common interests and platforms have to do with equal 

opportunity with the claim that they have not had the education and career opportunities of other 

segments of society, as well as all of the concomitant benefits that such opportunities include. 
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 We have already seen how new political parties such as Shas have been created specifically to 

represent the interests of the Sephardim. 

 Shas, it must be noted, is a special kind of organization that is both an interest group and 

a political party. Shas is clear a Sephardic religious political party, but it has been far more 

successful than others of its type by seeking to be integrative rather than separatist in its 

approach to the political world. It has tried to establish itself as a vehicle for drawing the 

disenfranchised into the political world and has been quite successful in doing this.87 

 A result of this activism by Sephardic groups is that the larger parties, especially Labor 

and Likud, have been compelled to increase their overtures to the Sephardim. Likud recognized 

prior to the 1977 election that the Sephardim were an untouched electoral resource, and it 

became identified as the party of Sephardic interests. Labor, in recent years, has tried to make 

inroads in this Likud constituency and some progress has been made. In brief, the Sephardim 

have been recognized as a significant interest group and are now receiving the kind of electoral 

attention that they felt in the past they deserved. 

 Another category of interest group that has increased in visibility and significance in 

Israeli politics in recent years involves Arab political organizations. For many years in Israeli 

politics, Arab interest groups were fundamentally invisible. In more recent times, for reasons that 

are both obvious and unfortunate, Arab visibility in Israeli society has become much more 

significant and contentious; until the recent breakdown in civil relations between Israeli Jews and 

many groups of Israeli Arabs, there were some indications that Arab interest groups were 

becoming more effective in pressing their causes. Increased violence has changed this, and some 

Israelis argue that peace is not possible until Arabs are fully integrated into Israeli society and 

politics, while others argue that Arabs will never be welcomed into Israeli society and politics 

and that peace will not be possible until Arabs are fully separated from Israeli society. These 

arguments, sadly, are very much the same types of arguments that history has seen in different 
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 places at different times related to long-term violence and political instability, such as India with 

the Hindus and Moslems, South Africa with black and white South Africans, Ireland with 

Catholics and Protestants, and the like. Arab interest groups have become increasingly organized 

and vocal in recent years and will likely continue to be more visible and more included in the 

political process.88 

 The Knesset has been a high-priority target for much lobbying in Israeli politics, and 

some have been concerned about the ethics and legality of much interest group behavior.89 This 

has been increasingly discussed in the Israeli political arena, and the Government has paid 

particular attention to challenges caused by these concerns.90 

 

Concluding Comments:  Political Parties and Interest Groups in Contemporary Israel 
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