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Engraving Politics
Antagonisms of Social Protest and Peace in 2015
Israeli Legislative Elections

ALON HELLED
(Universita di Torino, Universita di Firenze, EHES%ris)

Introduction

Israeli politics has undergone radical changes azsalt of both
geopolitical contingencies (i.e. the uncertaintygameling the Two-States’
solution) and domestic developments (e.g. politiegbrms, social welfare,
ethno-social cleavages etc.). These have influetsragl’'s “state of mind”, a
concept, as vague as it may initially seem, th&rigrom being novel in either
daily or psychological discourse; yet relativelyeuplored in political studies. It
has been mostly used in constructivist theory alisposition, produced by
opinion\preference formation and socializationgauit of skill developing and
political learning, which consists of sensitivity)goncern enabling the
perception\rating of issues and the targeted ifieation of problems. In my
reading, a “state of mind” is a corpus, a substmgctof intangible, but
nonetheless indispensable, mental pictures thraughh reality is perceived
and constructédAs such, similar to the concept of iderjtihe former features
an emphasis on ideas, culture and values. Thus ltséful in tracing both
patterns of causality over a period of time andhanging social circumstances,
as well as conceptualizing individual self-definiti alongside socially related
cognitive endeavots

! See Charles E. Lindblom, “Another State of Mindhe American Political Science

Review vol. 76, no. 1, 1982, pp. 9-21; John E. Rielly,mMérica’s State of Mind”,
Foreign Policy vol. 66, 1987, pp. 39-56; Roger Morgan, “A EurapeSociety of States’
— but only States of Mind?International Affairs vol. 76, no. 3, 2000, pp. 559-574.
Since the definitional plurality of ‘identity’ i®ceanic, we approach the concept as an
interactive and dynamic product originated by tbemfulation and recognition (both
individually and collectively) of a shared sense baflonging. See A. Touraine, “An
Introduction to the Study of Social MovementShcial Researchvol. 52, no. 4, “Social
Movements”, Winter 1985, pp. 749-787; A. Melucdydmads of the Present Social
Movements and Individual Needs”, in John Keane,|PMdier (eds.), Contemporary
Society Temple University, Philadelphia, 1989, pp. 18@-2@ristina Flesher Fominaya,
“Collective Identity in Social Movements: Central Cepts and Debates'Sociology
Compassvol. 4, no.6, 2010, pp. 393-404.

See E. GellnerCulture, Identity, and PoliticsCambridge University Press, Cambridge,
New York, 1987.
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Based on the above, the main research questi¢tois:the concept of
“state of mind” can be used with regard to Isragdblitics? Beyond the
synthetic theoretical delimitations mentioned abdkiess paper assumes that it is
possible to refer to the concept of “state of miad”a container delineating the
erosion of some traditional issues (e.g. securnitgl peace, secular-religious
status qud and the revival of others (e.g. social equithietleavages) in the
arena of the most recent legislative Israeli etesti Furthermore, in this
reading, the concept reflects, to some extentjdémtity of the main political
actors, whether individually or collectively. Whaeea “state of mind” presents
transient features (in terms of either emotionscontent), an “identity”
comprises more solid and structured elements (@littaditions and normative
practices) which are more easily recognizablesaicial level. However, while
the latter is tangible with difficulty beyond theservable actions deriving from
it, the former is more easily contextualized indiend space; a sort of segment
of the larger institutionalized and politicised inaal identity. Before
proceeding with the argument, caveat is necessary. Dealing witlsraeli
politics through the lenses adientity and state of minds an oceanic field of
interrogation. It is hence necessary to limit theus on three main aspects: 1)
political discourse and legitimagy?) the perception of Israelsational and
social security 3) antagonistic leadershiprheir choice is far from being
arbitrary; the three aspects have become key-eksmerisraeli politics since
the country gained independence in 1948. Morea&israeli democracy has
been continuously challenged by both foreign anchekiic difficulties (e.g.
war, social unrest, ideological polarization), thebree aspects need to be
collocated within a bigger picture: Israeli polgicSuch a deductive step is
particularly useful considering the intricate Idra®ciopolitical history as well
as of the wide range of politics itself. Electionay also serve as a magnifying
glass of what and how citizenry perceives and @etes democratic politics;
much beyond the more traditional definition of foemer as an aggregation of
interests entailed by democratic representititm a constructivist frame of
interpretation, it is hence possible to descrileet@ns as institutions that aim
both to validate and negotiate the existent powadations between the
governing and the governed. Consequence of a sisyfitegism, it is possible
to assert that if Israel is a democracy and iftedas are essential moments in a
democratic setting, then the political institution$ popular vote and the
(s)election of a legitimated ruling-class are hyghtlevant issue that require
focused investigations.

4 The complexity of “state of mind” is similar that of “populism”. See M. Tarchi,'Italia

populista: Dal qualunquismo a Beppe GrijllbMulino, Bologna, 2015.

See R. Brubakefationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Yoa in the
New EuropeCambridge University Press, Cambridge: New York.Je1996.

We refer to the traditional and procedural intetation: “[A]n election is a device for
filing public offices by reference to popular peeénces”, see A. Heywoo®olitical
Theory: An IntroductionPalgrave Macmillan, New York, 2004, p. 235.
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The main contribution of the proposed analysisoispecify the key-
elements in Israel's political discourse (i.e. lexathip, security and legitimacy)
as a part of multi-factorial trends such as the oomy fragmentation and
sectorialization of political offer, the increasiypgclashes in political
antagonism, the conflict within Israeli citizenrgcathe sociopolitical cleavages
it eternalizes. By using the venue of legislativeckons, as a moment to
observe and deconstruct the Israeli “state of mimdt only can we delineate
and contextualize current dynamics in Israeli pit culture but we can also
trace the evolving structural features of Israemdcracy (e.g. key-actors,
decision-making, ideological content).

Case Selection and Theoretical Expectations

Israeli politics is not new to political analysi¢either is Israeli politics.
Many papers and books have been written aboutititeryr and variations of
Zionism and its leaders as a core-element of lispagety-politics and their role
in shaping Israeli national identftyFurthermore, literature has been generous
and enlightening in examining the geopolitical dichivith the Arab world and
Israeli policies without omitting the increasing maelevant heuristic salience
of leadership. Neither there exist a lack of sdfenteviews concerning the
divergent politico-cultural profiles of Ashkenazich Sephardi Israelis (the so-
called “ethnic cleavage”) nor scholarly productiabout Israel’'s ethnic and
religious minoritie& In addition, wider political phenomena such as tise of
radical right parties and the issues of coalitioileing in Israel have not been
neglected Thus, various topics as statehood, nation-bugldideology etc.

7 See Y. ShavitJabotinsky and the Revisionist Movement, 1925-1B84#hk Cass & Co.
LTD, Abingdon (Oxon, UK), New York (USA), 1988; Bterhell, The Founding Myths of
Israel: Nationalism, Socialism, and the Making bé tJewish Stateransl. by D. Maisel,
Princeton University Press, New Jersey, 1998; Aap8h, Essential Papers on Zionism
ed. with Jehuda Reinharz, New York University Présy York, 1996, as well dgem
Ben-Gurion: Father of Modern Israelale University Press, New Haven and London,
2014; D. Gordis, Menachem Begin and the Battle for Israel's So@choken
Books/Nextbook Press, New York, 2014.

8 See Baruch Kimmerlingihe Invention and Decline of Israeliness: Statei@yp, and the
Military, University of California Press, Berkley, Los-Adge and London, 2001;
Yehuda Goodman, Joseph Loss, “The Other as Brotiiation-Building and Ethnic
Ambivalence in Early Jewish-Israeli Anthropolog#hthropological Quarterlyvol. 82, no. 2,
Spring, 2009, pp. 477-508; Avi Bareli, “Mapai anc tBriental Jewish Question in the
Early Years of the StateJewish Social Studies: History, Culture, Societg. 16, no. 1,
Fall 2009, pp. 54-84; As'ad Ghaneiathnic Politics in Israel: The Margins and the
Ashkenazi CenteRoutledge, Abingdon, New York, 2010.

® See E. Sprinzak, “The Emergence of the Israetiiéz Right”, Comparative Politics
vol. 21, no. 2, 1989, pp. 171-192; followed by hisok The Ascendance of Israel's
Radical Right Oxford University Press, New York and Oxford, 198. Filc, U. Lebel,
“The Post-Oslo Israeli Populist Radical Right in Camgtive Perspective: Leadership,
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have been thoroughly analysed, while providing enat that Israel, despite
geopolitical and cultural specificities, can bads¢d by using more general,
Western, political concepts. Yet, when it comesptoliamentary elections,

relatively little has been examined beyond the dethee and punctual

overview of the result notwithstanding the use of different approachéhat

IS not to say that media coverage suffices or cetaplwhat may or may not be
traced from an electoral event. It does not meahstudying Israel's electoral
trends does not deserve attention. However, it sd@re is a void to fill in by

complementary analysis of elections as a momenthith Israel's “state of

mind” reveals its shades rather than being thedredlection of the former and

automatically dichotomized between Israeli Right dreft. As a result, the

paper wishes to delineate the constellation oftipali factors through an

identity-based analysis rather than to focus onrdsults of the democratic
practice. As identity is multifaceted, the papgr@nt of departure draws on
recent lessons concerning populistic elements dadpiace in western

democracies (i.e. leadership, charisma, the peuglpeople dichotomy) and

the connected political communication subject-mat(essue-setting). It seeks
to offer a new way of looking at elections, notaasimple outcome of political

maneuvering but as one which embodies deeper agédaynamics regarding
national identity and what politicians make oflit.other words, elections may
provide us the opportunity to detect the intenatfn of political antagonism

in search of visibility and consensus, the capigdion of existent cleavages in
Israeli society, as well as the re-adaptation sfies. But before we examine
those political factors point by point, we mustagitulate the event itself.

Engraving Politics in 2015 Israel
The lIsraeli electoral system is based on propatioapresentation as

formulated by the Hagenbach-Bischoff model. Thelevhational territory serves as
a single electoral constituency in which 120 Knessembers are elected

Voter Characteristics and Political Discoursklediterranean Politicsvol. 10, no. 1,
2005, pp. 85-97.

We mainly refer to the sector of electoral sted@it courtas offered by Israeli scholars.
See Abraham Diskin, Reuven Y. Hazan, “The ParliaargnElection in Israel, January
2013", inNotes on Recent Electigri€lectoral Studies”, vol. 34, 2014, pp. 291-379

It is noteworthy to mention the socio-spatial @@eh offered by two Israeli geographers
who have studied political partisanship as refldct®m the electoral results. See
I. Charney, D. Malkinson, “Between Electoral and Urltzeography: Voting Patterns and
Socio-Spatial Dynamics in Tel-AvivApplied Geographyvol. 58, 2015, pp. 1-6; as well
as the more historical\sociological approach ofxateder Bligh in studying vote patterns
in the Israeli Arab population. See A. Bligh, “Pwi#l Trends in the Israeli Arab
Population and its Vote in Parliamentary Electigrisfael Affairs vol. 19, no. 1, 2013,
pp. 201-219.

10
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(based on a closed-list system). Since Israeli deaog represents a wide and
fragmented factions composing Israeli citizenrylewish and non-Jewish, lay and
religious along the entire dichotomous spectruinefand Right-, the party system
consists of a plurality of political parties addieg issues from different ideological
worldviews. Consequently, the Israeli multi-partystent? results in political
alliances between different political actors, whiakiours the formation of political
blocs and thus determines political offer.

The table below summarizes the essential figuretuded in our
analysis. It emphasizes Israeli parties and thé&raéy of their leaders as well
as the fragmentation of the Israeli political offewhile assessing the
continuity\discontinuity with the previous electbnaund. The total Israeli
suffrage comprised 5,881,696 voters from which of254,738 individuals
went to the ballot. 4,210,884 votes were qualiisdegally valid (thus43,854
disqualified or 1.03%). The voter turnout reach2d34% (against 67.8% in the
2013 legislative elections); the highest rate sid®@®9 (78.7%). The legal
threshold was 3.25% (or the number of 136,854 walids).

Table 1
Elections for the 20th Knesset 17 March 2015
Trend
Compared
to 2013
Parties elected to No. Legislative
Knesset Party Leader % Votes Seats | Elections
Likud Benjamin Netanyahu 23.40% 30 +12
o . Isaac Herzog (Labour Party)
Zionist Union Tzipi Livini (Hatnuah) 18.67% 24 +3
Joint List Ayman Odeh 10.54% 13 +2
Yesh Atid Yair Lapid 8.81% 11 -8
Kulanu Moshe Kahlon 7.49% 10 New
The Jewish Home| Naftali Bennett 6.74% 8 -4
Shas Aryeh Deri 5.73% 7 -4
Yisrael Beitenu Avigor Lieberman 5.11% 6 -7
Unltqd Torah Yaakov Litzman 5.03% 6 -1
Judaism
Meretz Zehava Gal-On 3.93% 5 -1

Source: Israeli Central Elections Committee 2015.

12 In the 2013 legislative elections 120 memberKoésset (MKs) were elected from 12

parties, whereas in the 2015 elected Knesset t@epare represented. On the so-called
“sectorial parties” and current political alliancese below.

The table only comprises the winning parties of2B&5 legislative elections. However it
is important to mention that other 15 electoraislisad registered at the Israeli Central
Elections Committee 2015 prior to the campaign.sEhlésts gained approx. 190,000 votes
(circa 4.5% of the total amount) and did not sigias legal threshold.

13
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The Institutional Context of the 2015 Elections:
Reasons and Main Actors

On 8 December 2014, the 1 &nesset passed a bill to dissolve itself
and hold elections on 17 January 2015, after thaultwous ending of Prime
Minister Netanyahu third government. This votedaled increasing difficulties
in compacting coalition lines over ideology andigpimaking®. One of the
issues concerned a significant structural elemetie Israeli political system:
the electoral threshold. Its change in March 2Gfagh{ 2% to 3.25%) has been
a matter of both legal and political disputes. Tdteer was mainly endorsed by
Minister of Foreign Affairs Avigdor Lieberman andshparty “Israel Our
Home” (Yisrael Beitein}y implying that reduced number of (small) parties
secures better governability and encourages efectiolitical mergers.
However, alternative explanations for the amendmeay be found. In addition
to the assumption that lasting governments arekeiglin a highly fragmented
political party-system, the “Governance Bill” aimed shrinking the political
weight of Netanyahu's (at the time) opponents fribra two poles of Israel's
political spectrum. In other words, it targeted fer less multipolar
representation in the Israeli Parliament startirgnf the so-called “sectorial
parties”: the Arab partiésand the ultra-Orthodox onegig-a-visthe so-called
“consensual” ones). While the first are “uncomfblya anti-Zionist, the second
have been controversial in demanding considerabtés pf the government
budget to be destined to their own communitiess linnecessary to mention
that the two different political groups heavily tmized the “undemocratic”
move. The Knesset voting took place on 11 March20ith 67 votes in favour
of the new Electoral Law (endorsed by the entirgegoing coalition), while the
opposition jointly boycotted if. But the “straw that broke the camel’s back”
was no other than the controverdasic Law proposal: Israel as the Nation-
State of the Jewish Peoplestly submitted by Knesset Members Avi Dichter

14 We refer to the wave of resignations within tr8¥ 3sraeli government starting from
Minister of Internal Affairs Gideon Sa’ar (Likudno4 November 2014 and ending with
the dismissals from office of Justice Minister Tidip/ni and Finance Minister Yair Lapid
on 2 December 2014. All these affected the powtarza of several Israeli parties.

The dynamics of the “Governance Bill” are jouretitially summarized in the following
articles:  http://www.timesofisrael.com/governandkid-a-game-changer-for-israeli-politics/
(English), (last accessed 11 July 2017); http://whaaretz.co.il/news/politi/1.2083301
(Hebrew), (last accessed 11 July 2017); http://wvaaretz.co.il/news/politi/1.2086308
(Hebrew), (last accessed 11 July 2017).

16 A, Bligh, “Political Trends in the Israeli Arab Palation...cit”. Also see footnote no. 11
1 The amendment (n. 62 of the Israeli Electoral Lasas officially published on 19.3.2014.

15
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(Kadima)j® and Ze'ev Elkin (Likud) in August 2011 and unsissfally
archived at the time. However, a similar draft lavas reformulated in March
2013 after the issue became a part of tHeKiSesset negotiations, between the
Likud-Yisrael Beitenu and The Jewish Home to formesav government headed
by Benjamin Netanyahu. Several complementary p@apo®llowed. The so-
called “Nation-State Law” bill defines several idénbuilding\conservation
principles for contemporary Israel to follow. Oretbne hand, it reads that the
State of Israel must bkegally identifiedas the “nation state of the Jewish
people”, and anchored to the ancient Jewish ToralvsL(mentioned as the
“source of inspiration” for Israeli Civic Law, ando on, and so forth).
Moreover, it establishes thdéebrew language as the sole official language
Israel, in contrast to the existing legahtus qudthat has existed in Israel ever
since its birth), which considered both Hebrew ak@bic to be official
languages on an equal footing. Hence, it denotesllsess and Jewishness as
one inseparable cultural stratum. On the other h&hd law proposal
prescriptively privileges the acquisition of Israeli citizenshiy every Jew
living in Diaspora (paragraph 5). Thus, it furthtormalizes the State’'s
commitment to Jewish settlement. This point woudt nesult so draconian, if it
did not juxtapose the precarious legal status afJews in today’s Israel. Many
Arabs, whose forefathers have been living withim 8tate’'s geographical borders
from days immemorial, have witnessed legal meairgghgsed to restrict their
right to acquire private lands in Jewish commusitiEhe move itself added oil to
the political fire and shook the ground under Jewisd Arab feet.

Furthermore, this ideological U-turn from liberalscburse by the
rightist coalition silenced what many consideredo® the progressist peace-
seeking legacy of the Oslo Accords. Although tHeddd not pass and reflects
only partially the broader sections of Israeli Jdwsociety, the mere necessity
to theorize and adopt such basic-law implies fachéng consequences. Not
only has the deterioration of Jewish-Arab relati@mphasized the almost
insoluble tension regarding Arab citizens’ solilawith their Palestinian kin in
the Occupied Territories and throughout the Aralrld/¢wars considered), but
it has now reached the “self-fulfilling prophecyaut the presumed disloyalty
of Israeli Arabs. This potential time-bomb, accaglio the rightist discourse,
reached its climax when instead of the elder geioeraf Israeli Arabs;- rather
politically submissive and traditionally divided fiour different political parties
(Balad, Hadash, Ta’al and the United Arab Listpypunger generatiostood
up for itsrights, jointly struggling for equality with self-consaieness and

18 |n August 2012 Avi Dichter announced his resiggvafrom the Knesset. He later joined
the ranks of the Likud but failed to be electedtifier party’s list for the F8Knesset; however,
the endeavour was accomplished in the Likud'sdisthe 28" Knesset.

Romanian Political Science Review vol. XVII * no. 2¢ 2017
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politigz(?l shrewdnesd This is how the prevalently Arab Joint List caimeo
being™.

But what kind of discourse do we talk about, beydmsl confrontation
of conflicting political stances? Our scope comuis delineate the important
role played by identity politics in Israel with @gl to the country’s self-image
as a Jewish stat®i¢-a-visthe Arab population) and its use in choosing dete
of governability as well as being omnipresent ie folitical playground of
legislation and parties’ alliances. That is to dapt Israeli politics, thus
elections, are both characterized by discoursdruatyt taking advantage of the
difficulty to define and interpret national idemtiin contemporary Israel.
Nonetheless, this hypothesis does not exclude givérmodes to gain political
consensus, as the prioritisation of issues not shlifts according to general
social and cultural phenomena but affects politisicown offervis-a-visthe
electorate.

The next paragraph aims to provide some generabrmsotegarding
legality and legitimacyas structured in Israeli politics. The two elensent
together with the issues skcurity and leadership(discussed below) take on
new forms through time and socio-political charifeerefore, they can be used
as four analytical variables representing contéxtiraumstances within Israeli
politics while drawing the outlines of the coungrystate of mind”.

But what did precede the legislative electionslsrael 2015? What
political calculations and maneuvering brought albe premature return to the
ballot-box after the dissolution of the 2013-elelcténesset? The following
paragraphs supply an overview of the political dagitg which provided the
causes of the 2015 electoral event.

The Three Dimensions of the Israeli “State of Mind”

throughout the 2015 Elections

Discourse and Legitimacy

The electoral campaign for the™Bnesset presented some noteworthy
challenges to Israeli political discourse. It caafier a short-lived government

19 See once again Baruch Kimmerlifidne Invention and Decline of Israelinessit.

20 The birth of the Joint List was widely reported both Israeli and foreign media. See
Ruth Eglash, “Israel's Arab Political Parties Haveited for the First Time”,The
Washington PostlO0 March 2015 (retrieved 22 September 2015); &taghaalan, “Arab
Parties to Run as One List in Upcoming Electionghet News 22 January 2015
(retrieved 22 September 2015); Elhanan Miller, &ftUniting Arabs Behind Him,
Ayman Odeh Looks to Lead Opposition”, 4 March 20IBe Times of IsradlEnglish):
http://www.timesofisrael.com/after-uniting-arabsibel-him-ayman-odeh-looks-to-lead-
opposition, (last accessed 11 July 2017).

Romanian Political Science Review vol. XVII * no. 2¢ 2017
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that ran the 2014 summer Israel-Gaza conflict (ddeown as Operation
Protective Edge) and should have given practicgharses to the unresolved
domestic issues of the 2011 Israeli social justicetests. While national
security vis-a-vis welfare-related security will be discussed shorttitis
paragraph aims at tracking down what some expe&fesr to aslegalistic
discoursen nowadays Israel:

“[...] the language and practicesbout state law has been in some decline in israel
society and it might be the case in other countxgesvell, since it hafiled to provide
path breaking social reforms

The latter has traditionally played an important jpalsraeli society and
a useful tool for understanding thisraeli People’s Army Modé&| pursuing to
implement the Jewishmelting pot policy. The combination of civil duty and
legalistic discourse continue to legitimize:

“massive state interference in social and politiifal during security crisednter alia,
the political establishment imposes compulsory uigtrent of people and economic
resources, controls information, and curtails imlial freedoms of expression,
association, and demonstration. The state prornteesmergence of exacting sociopolitical
and legal norms and endorses severe sanctionsetaimpponents of war”

But no comparable institutionalizectiilian welfare¢ has yet stood
against this hard-powérivilian militarism”?® maintaining the Israeli “liberal
ethnocracy® Social issues were not forged into such a franmzoAding to
Kimmerling (2001), that's what keeps marginalisiagd counterbalancing
(previously existing) values of pluralism, whilerficing a routinized tilitary-
cultural complek %. Therefore, and only to a marginal extent, thel2@ave of
social protesf§ had induced social-led legalistic discourse tadbrpolitics.

2l gee Shulamit Almog, Gad BarzilaGocial Protest and the Absence of Legalistic

Discourse: In the Quest for New Language of Dissgptinger Science+Business Media,

Dordrecht, 2014: author’s personal copy (italics @mine).

Gad Barzilai, “War, Democracy, and Internal Conflidsrael in a Comparative

Perspective”Comparative Politicsvol. 31, no. 3, Apr. 1999, pp. 317-336 (citatiaken

from p. 318).

Baruch KimmerlingThe Invention and Decline of Israeliness: Statet@aland Military

in Israel, University of California Press, Los Angeles andkééey, 2001, pp. 208-209.

24 Shlomo Sandlhe Invention of the Jewish Pegplerso, London, New York, 2009, p. 307.

% Baruch KimmerlingThe Invention and Decline of Israelinessit., pp. 208-228.

% By “wave of social protests” we mean the seriedemonstrations against the continuing
rise of living costs in Israel. The first protedtife 2011) concerned food prices starting
from a Facebook-led Israeli consumer boycott ofagm cheese (which is perceived as a
basic national food commaodity). The “Cottage CheesgcBit’ preceded more general
protests (14 July 2011-29 October 2011) regardimeghiousing crisis and the increasing

22

23

Romanian Political Science Review vol. XVII * no. 2¢ 2017



318 ALON HELLED

However, an attempt to revive such a discoursetdik# form in the last
electoral campaign. Disillusionment, skepticism addmocratic malaise
towards the state and self-absorbed politicianahg some of the buzzwords
used to define common sentiments of restless oityzélhe cries and shouts of
the weak and forgotten are evolving into an ovetmirey social phenomenon.
The explosion of complex anti-politics rhetoricenftlabelled as demagoguery
and\or (neo)populisf has paved the way for new poetic system charmelin
people’s boiling discontent into unapologetic tan&3f course, this has
important implications for democracy-stakeholderst€rs and representatives
alike) as political trajectories make rethink pold agendas and dynamically
influence specific policié& By filtering old and new interests in politicsiva
recursive process, political figures corral andhestrate the public in times of
uncertainty and distrust. Such tendencies are wbdein many western
democracies, where decreasing economic growth acdedsing political
instability have been mostly felt. According to temporary theories regarding
populism, the loud critique coming from the peopge no other than a
sophisticated “populist antiestablishment stratggymoted by mostly radical-
right parties that “present themselves as thedieampions of true democraey
as a new kind of party which takes the worries and interests of the commo
man into account®. Thus antisystem discourse, including anti-eltbaes, is
not unknown to mature democracies. And Israel iglifferent. Once the main
claims of the last social protest were institutiomesl and transformed into
technocratic committe&sof experts and into administrative legal jargon, i
seemed the political fervour had less public fogtuthough not insignificant.
We find suitable to mention the cases of Stav $hafid Itzik Shmuli: two
leading protesters who had been actively involvethe social causes prior to
the protests, came into the arena of party-politiggoining the ranks of the
Labour Party in 2012, and were eventually electedhe Knesset in 2013.
Despite the social buzz surrounding the two (chielilie to their young age),
their post-manifestation experiences only demotestriéhe prevalence of

poverty rates. The latter are known by several arf#ocial Justice Protest”, “Cost of
Living Protest”, “Tents Protest”, or simply the “btile Class Protest”.
27 see N. Bobbio, N. Matteucci, G. Pasquino (ed. Bigionario di Politica UTET, Torino,
2004.
For a case of politically neo-populist maneuvgrisee Michael C. Campbell, “Are All
Politics Local? A Case Study of Local Conditions inPariod of ‘Law and Order’
Politics”, The Annals of the American Academy of Political 8odial Sciencevol. 664,
no. 1, 2016, pp. 43-61.
See J. Rydgren, “The Sociology of the Radical Righnnual Review of Sociologyol. 33,
2007, pp. 241-262 (citation taken from p. 246).
The major Social-Economic Change Committee, alsowkn as the Trajtenberg
Committee, gave birth to the political candidacytlué person heading it; Prof. Manual
Trajtenberg who was elected as th& Khesset Member of the Zionist Union.
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traditional political participation in the Israaibntext. But still, and although
the vocally disconcerting rallies of protestersdyraly faded out, many social
justice promises remained on paper alone. Henee mbmentum for social
sensibility did not diminish, especially as a résol Netanyahu's market-
oriented economic policies. Nevertheless, no eatgajpolitical leading figure
had been found till an ex-political actor camelaanhd proposed himself as the
voice of the Israeli low-middle class. The budshe Israeli 2011 social protest
unfolded in the somewhat grey figure of Moshe Kafflwho waved the flag of
social equality and anti-capitalism against thet “tnd greedy” tycoons
(supported by the financial establishment) on top al ideological
disagreements. Kahlon’s discourse offered somethingyhly similar to the
traditional legalistic, rarely sensational, disg®iregarding the certainty of law
and norms and the imperative to adopt solidariseblawelfare policies. By
avoiding harsh rhetorical statements as well as tthditional Right-Left
dichotomy throughout the electoral campaign, buthwireestyled” slogans
emphasising his real “Likudnik” profile towards tlead of it, Moshe Kahlon
and his party Kulanu (lit. “All of Us”) earned 1@as in the Knesset (the fifth-
largest party), after obtaining 315,202 votes, @9% of the total votes cast.
Thus, Kahlon became a decisive figure, able tothig balance of power in
forming Netanyahu’s new Centre-Right coalitfon

But did Moshe Kahlon’s political endeavour brea& talls of national
security-based discourse in Israeli politics? Sitheeissue of national security
defines much of Israel’s identity, the conceptuabp” it sets up transforms and
shifts the political “barometer”. The next paradrajeals with the two ways the
term “security” was interpreted and used in the llegislative elections.

The Two Faces of Security

Electoral success in Israel has always been detechby an inevitable
buzzword: security. This thorny theme defines whay be considered as “day-
to-day problems” as well as how and to what ext&imer issues must be tackled
in relation to it. Israeli leaders have the dutymiake their best to guarantee
national security. Yet this magic word has showmragressively different
meaning in the last electoral campaign. Politidatourse had seemed to have
overcome the traditional issue of peace-war\natigegurity regarding the

31 Kahlon is a former member of the Likud, former hdter of Communications (2009-

2013) as well as Minister of Welfare and Sociah®es (2011-2013). Two years after he
had taken a break from politics in 2012, Moshe Iialfbunded a new political party, the
Kulanuparty (We All Together) which won 10 seats in Kresset.

He has overtly demanded the Finance Ministry atiter social-related portfolios for

other party-members.
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Arab-Israeli conflict (i.e. the dichotomous metapluf hawks vs. doves) in
terms of both ideological divider and popular carsses-builder. Following the
abovementioned, Israeli parties’ positions maimyeisted in the security issue
identifying it with domestic affairs, namely theatt of social welfare
(especially housing), taxation and current economniease. Hence, the hawks
and doves lost their supremacy to the seeminglglibinlegalistic discourse of
good government as a provider of equal social dppidres. However, the
softer, domestic, yet instrumental, rhetoric ofctabsecurity” eventually died out.
On Election Day, 17 March 2015, Prime Minister Banjn Netanyahu
warned, on a broadcasted video on a Facebook page-g¢hat Israeli Arabs
were heading to the polls “in drosThis pivotal moment in Netanyahu’s
personal campaign of “fear and raci$fénded with what spin-doctors, PR,
journalists and other communication professionamed “Bibi’'s Three-Day
War”, “Bibi’s Blitz” or Netanyahu’s “Three-Day Pusft. Not only was the
latter a desperate politically incorrect cry fotheonsidering the risky position
of the Likud according the pre-polls, it revivecetiWe vs. Them” dichotomy
against the Israeli Left (a legitimate opponentotddo), but most of all, it
manifested the successful rising of racist demagoggwhich penetrated the
Israeli “state of mind” against the 20% Arab mimprliving as equal-right
Israeli citizens. The dashing equalitarian welfdnetoric suddenly fell from
grace and allowed the 30-seat victory of the Likndthe elections, not to
mention the personal triumph of Netanyahu himsedrdhe “monopolistically
unrepresentative leftish medf&”Furthermore, the anti-Arab statement quickly
became an international scandal, when US Presilmaick Obama, during an
interview to the American Huffington Post given Btarch 21! addressed the
matter by saying: “We indicated that that kind leétoric was contrary to what

33 The announcement also stated that the Israeicalatieft was sponsored by foreign
governments (i.e. Iran) attempting to put an endikad rule and repeated the allegations
against the V15 (Victory 2015) campaign (financeg the international grassroots
movement OneVoice). The Facebook video (in Hebreig) available on
https://www.facebook.com/268108602075/posts/10189238532076 (last accessed 19
June 2016).

The anti-liberal statement was largely reportettl ariticized by journalists and
intellectuals with Israeli Arab TV host and jourisaLucy Aharish (a “torch-lighter” to be
at Israel's next Independence Day ceremony, theftgdeli breakers”) as the main
defender of democracy-loving Israel.

For two journalistic examples that used this kofddenomination, see the following:
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/03/18/us-isralelction-fallout-idUSKBNOME 1012
0150318 (English), (last accessed 11 July 201®#p;/mwww.maariv.co.il/news/elections-
2015/Article-468742 (Hebrew), (last accessed 1§ 2017).

Such accusations by the Israeli Prime Ministevehanly increased since the open
criticism directed at the director-general of tlseakl's Second Authority Broadcasting
Company Shai Babad in July 2014. The latter resigeedmnonths later in order to run in
the Kulanu List for the Knesset.
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is the best of Israel’s traditions [..’]’ A similar statement was consequently
given by the deputy spokesperson for the UnitedeSt®epartment of State
Marie Harf on March 28 The fact that the Israeli electorate let the amian
discourse to take over social matters and posjtivespond to Netanyahu's
statements may teach us that the two issues odiffpyent spots in the Israel
political discourse (with securityis-a-vis the Arab threat being the highest
priority), and that they are banalised as dissimalad contrasting components
of the larger “Israeli state of mind”.

Prime Minister Netanyahu formally apologized toakdi Arabs, when
he hosted an official delegation six days after ‘tnésfortunate statement” at
the Prime Minister's Residence. On the same dayr¢M&23), Channel 10
evening edition journalist Oshrat Kotler intervievéhe Joint List chairman
Ayman Odeh about the reconciliation between Nethnyand the Arab
minority. The young and charismatic Arab leadeectgd the apology asserting
that the 90% of Israeli Arabs who voted the Joiidt lagainst Netanyahu's
racist stances were not invited to the Prime Mamist Residence. Later that
evening, Israeli President Reuven Rivlin, a longteentic of Benjamin Netanyahu,
announced that formal consultations on formingdbsanew government have
been concluded, and appointed Netanyahu as Is{aéd's\ew) Prime Minister.
This episode demonstrates the fragility of any magte to rethink Israel's
security in terms of social welfare. Since the Acmnflict and the perennial
need to secure national borders hinder any chamgesiael's budget
prioritization, what had seemed to be a salientalisse in Israeli politics in
favour of welfare policies did not outdo the vicsoaircle of “hard power”
security discourse, cynically adopted in the nafnpatitical conservation. The
guestion regarding who are the political actorsnigicharge of Israel’'s national
interests, and the qualities they possess to gdgeaeli citizens are the core-
issues that are discussed in the next paragraph.

Antagonistic Political Actors

Personal charisma is the name of the game in iscaetemporary
politics. Seldom do parties succeed in gaining vddpular support without its
leading figure continuously building up and affimgi his (rarely hers)
charismatic leadership. The personalization oftigsliputs the right face and
the right rhetoric for it to express the peopledntnon sense. It transcends the
technicalities of procedural democracy and parlistangy representation, and it

87 A full transcript of the interview is availablenohttp://www.huffingtonpost.com/
2015/03/21/obama-huffpost-interview-transcript_MB60.html (last accessed 19 June
2016).
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configures voters in the vivid image of self-deteramt rational citizenry. But
charismatic stances also bestow responsibility tperieader’'s own shoulders
in terms of personalized trust (rather than in trmf institutional
accountability). Hence, the leader’s primary rsléa serve as a spokesperson to
the masses, silent or noisy majority whatsoevar hfol\her to enjoy voters’
trust. This imperative is slightly different fromhd more “traditionally”
functional norm-based definition of a “statesmawhose major duty is to
manage and supervise the execution and performatiweluct of the state
apparatus, while serving the national interestesf'b In order to (re)gain that
trust (which is more or less what democracy isytraibout), the leader puts
voice in the mouths of the unprivileged, a “gentigesture through which the
simple majority finds its true way. Though mostipcilans, nowadays, have
become charisma-seeking individuals, there exisly dewer and fewer
examples of political actors who have stood out plaged their “theatrical”
part of popular heroes, ready to transform words action®. Moreover, the
role of “man of action” indulges people’s enthusiawith instant solutions for
their day-to-day problems. The moral register stpgpopular admiratiomis-a-
vis the upsurge of scandals and misdeeds committétihwiblitics, sometimes
by the same politicians to whom the latter areilatted. The last Israeli
election, held on March 17, is a formidable casgéaimonstrate these assertions.
Incumbent Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has wan electoral
round against all odds, or against what had seedméx the cad® - as the
results should have been better hypothesized bgresxwho embarrassingly did
not base the opinion polls on most Israelis’ puwsitjudgement about
Netanyahu’s suitability to govern (43% vs. 35% if dpponent Isaac “Bougie”
Herzog). The two candidates did not step out of tmarisma-building
campaign, but embraced it and adopted similaripalistrategies. Despite the
abyss concerning the starting point of the two,hbadeologically and
personally, their electoral “squabble” represemntechovelty to Israeli politics.
Ideology was seldom discussed and confronted, sinbad been practically

% The “ideal-type” distinction between a “politideader” and a “statesperson” is debatable.
These categorial limits get somewhat blurred byohysand nostalgia because many past
public (political) figures are viewed today as th@eneration of Nephilith(e.g.
David Ben-Gurion, Chaim Weizmann, Ze'ev JabotinsMenachem Begin, Yitzhak
Rabin etc.).

Here comes to mind the thriving and vast litematon Max Weber's “Politics as
Profession”. Furthermore, the critical aspect ahderatic politics as the rule of law and
functional administration reemerges.

The last opinion polls published four days beftite Election Day outlined a four-seat
advantage to the centre-left political alliance #ionist Union (Hebrew: HaMahane
HaZioni): 24 vs. 20 seats going to the Likud. Ttetadis taken from an opinion poll
published by Channel 10 (March™2015; the poll consisted of 1203 adults (including
258 Israeli Arabs).

39

40

Romanian Political Science Review vol. XVII * no. 2¢ 2017



Engraving Politics 323

blurred by the usual banalisation of domestic iss(mainly welfare) and
security imperatives (Iran). The same old litanyowbwhy the governing
candidate would be much worse than his opponennhdicring on a political
shift. Furthermore, key-words such as “true leddpts “responsibility”,
“accountability” (the candidates’ personal virtyeshational pride” and
“security” (goals to be achieved) were much to xjgeeted as in each and every
campaign. However, the narratives that contain thivamy according to the
“zeitgeist” of the moment. Thus the last Israediations give us the opportunity
to identify personal charismas one of the current ingredients contributing to
the formation of the Israeli “state of mind”.

The two candidates were much identified by theispeal biographies.
This is not uncommon in politics but here the matets to the nth degree. Both
politicians hold “by-the-book” pedigrees. The hists of these two prominent
Zionist lineages were engaged in the electoral edgnpattesting that public
service is inseparable from both the Netanyahuthederzog families. Likud
campaign videos did not hesitate to remind votbeg Benjamin Netanyahu
grew up in a Zionist home, followed his older beath footsteps in the IDF,
and served as lIsraeli ambassador to the UN (1988){9 A parallel
biographical excursus was also offered by Isaazdtgin campaign of the
Zionist Union. Therefore Jewish tradition, activeaomsm, rich military
experience and diplomatic skills were to deterntiveecandidate’s suitability to
govern, as if such qualities passed down from geiwer to generation. Giving
these biographical pedigrees, the two contendenddcmot escape the
personalization of the position they were so eameccupy. Their antagonism was
chiefly marked by mutual accusations of recklessrax ineptituderis-a-vis
social and economic reforms and the precariousajiopl situation. Although
a thorough comparison between Netanyahu's and igerzmographies would
be a legitimate way to assess their political agdt what really
interested\influenced the Israeli electorate wadnit different. That is to say the
elections had a less “gossip-centered” nuanceto.th

Fear of change and progress makes the magic notitdme peoplean
extraordinary tool (as well as a project) in thadwof two political ideas: one
is based on rational norms of democratic citizgmstiie other on sentimental

41 As the electoral campaign was warming up Netamgakecision to address the US
Congress on March'3 2015 and declare opposition to the “Iranian Nacl®eal”
became a new example for his statesman-qualit@eeSAmerican politicians and media
personalities (identified with the Republican Pamyg.: Speaker of the United States
House of Representatives John Boehner; House Remtigentason Chaffetz; TV and
radio broadcaster Rush Limbaugh) compared Netangap€ech to the one delivered by
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who “similg” opposed the Munich
Agreement (1938). The comparison was mainly baseith® fact the two political figures
were the only foreign leaders to address the USyfass in three different occasions. The
analogy provoked open debates, both in the USAsmagl.
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kinship. What may be called “populism”, or the aijof thepeople is based
upon the dialectics of integration and separatibthe entire community of the
heartland®. The union of these two evocative concepts (“p€epleeartland”)
places the first to be “the occupants” of the sdc@m orderly and harmonious
“territory of the imaginatior®. versusexternal others. Hence, thisciprocal
exclusion of the concepts identity and altéfitpnanifests negative terms of
conduct and dangerous political behaviour. In Istiae fragile condition of the
evidently ethnicity\culture-based socio-politicadbfic makes it easier for
populist stances to strengthen their hold, and demecy an easy prey.
Contemporaneously with legalistically-bound dissguand personal charisma,
political preference in Israel also re-emergeseimt of “sectorial voting”. As
such it is based on the cleavages of ethnicity ésldbd in both culture and
politics), especially since social cohesion andneatc welfare seem to be at
stake. In addition, the explosiveness of Israelpamfitigiousness, — even
reflected in the humorous popular saying: “two Je¥wsee opinions” —, showed
its features in the last electoral campaign, maittlyough sociological
categories (i.e. Ashkenazi\Sephardic, religious\tantre\periphery, Left\Right,
Jews\non-Jews). That is to say that the antagoregtinic variation within the
“Israeli people”, and where charisma surely playssignificant part—,
determines many aspects of the country’s politis@te of mind”.

A “sectorial” (heavily personalized) antagonism weddent in the
turbulent struggle for votes between Shas and Yth¢liia “Together”). Shas,
led by Aryeh Mahlouf Deri (chairman of Shas throoghthe 1990s, former
Minister of the Interior, convicted of bribery ird@0), had to face its former
chairman for almost 14 years, Eli Yishai, foundeivachad. Yishai (once aide
to Deri himself) left Shas after the clash of edofipwing the death of Rabbi
Ovadia Yosef in 2013. Since the tutelage and legddye late Rabbi, Shas’s
spiritual leader, had generated disputes and uesgbetween the two
politicians, both convinced to be the former’s fasie and thus his legitimate
political heir, a crack within the Sephardic ultthmdox electorate was
inevitable. Deri succeeded in “saving” the partynfrfailuré® as he had used a
catchy buzzword to accompany his “Mizrahi vote fdizrahi!” campaign:
“invisible”. Whereas Moshe Kahlon addressed (sormawhdirectly) to lay
Sephardi Israelis, belonging to the middle-clasg] &li Yishai centred his
(failing) campaign on the struggle against thosbdwyut at risk the Jewishness

42" The locution “heartland people” is adopted froauPTaggartPopulism Open University

Press, Buckingham, 2000.

See Paul TaggaRopulism cit., p. 95.

Taken from F. Remottl,’ossessione identitarjidLaterza, Roma-Bari, 2010, see p. 6 (my
translation).

Shas won 7 seats in the new Knesset; a shargatecin political power, if compared
with the 11 MKs (members of Knesset) it had in188 Knesset.
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of the State” (e.g. clandestine immigrants in dawmt Tel-Aviv)*®, Derhi
approached those who hadn't just been forgottethéyestablishment, but had
never achieved real social, economic or politicpladity within Israeli society.
Thus, Shas chairman waved the flag of the “noboslypfe” still working for
their elitist usurpers; surely represented by hibth Zionist Union and Likud,
but above all by Yesh Atid and its leader Yair ldaphose father Yosef “Tommy”
Lapid"’ was also a vocal opponent of Shas and otherartinadox partie$.

A different “heartland peoplé® were glorified by the Jewish Home
charismatic leader Naftali Bennett (Netanyahu's ister of Economy) who
adopted an adamant slogan: “We stop apologizimgel's Right”. His national-
religious “people” initially seemed to resist inofit of the Right-Left
dichotomy. Moreover, he occupied the political voidthe Right of the Likud,
in crisisvis-a-visKulanu. However, Netanyahu’s alarmism soon “caaliied”
the Jewish Home extreme-Right electorate, sinceldheeli Prime Minister
shouted louder “rescues” and “save the Likud!” is tthree-day war”. The
turning point of the loss of the Jewish Home’s focdi autonomy became
evident at the 20,000 people national\religioushRiganifestation in Tel-Aviv
on March 18, where Benjamin Netanyahu stole the show from Béras the
central speaker. Even though the Jewish Home wableirto preserve its
electoral power (it won only 8 seats in the newctdd Knesset), Naftali
Bennett would remain a central figure in any caatitNetanyahu chose to
form. This is determined by the increasing convecgeof the messianic-
nationalistic vision of “Greater Israel” and it3déhg towards a more central
position in the Israeli “state of mind”.

A more drastic electoral result was the almosisk-twobbly, situation
of Avigdor Lieberman’s party Yisrael Beitenu. Prellp showed a rapid
decrease in the party’s attraction. Some estin@tsticted a political decline of
more than 50% in Knesset seats (4-5 seats outeoksisting 11, or even a
hypothetical disappearance). However, Yisrael Beitevon 6 seats, hence,
capable of determining future political developnsefithe almost 50% decrease
in votes was largely due to dissatisfaction andisleh, much felt by the party’s
traditional electorate. Suspicions about largeescalrruption (i.e. bribery and
forgery) in the party’s ranks rose sharply, andgeolnvestigations were soon
reported by Israeli media. Around 30 persons linkedisrael Beitenu were

4 Yachad failed to cross the electoral threshdldegeived 2.97% of the vote) and did not
enter the new Knesset.

Yosef Lapid (1931-2008) was a writer, journalisid politician who headed the secular-
liberal party Shinui (lit. “Change”) from 1999 to @6.

It is noteworthy to mention that the Ashkenazraibrthodox party Yahadut HaTora
HaMeuhedet (lit. “United Torah Judaism”) gainede@its in the 20 Knesset, after it had
adopted a “non-sectorial” electoral campaign, l@gion social welfare and healthcare.
49 See notes 43-44
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investigated, including: lobbyists, local and regibrepresentatives, CEOs of
state-owned enterprises, heads of voluntary assgwmtsaand members of
Knesset. Furthermore, the often called “ExtremehRigopulist party’ was
unable to mobilize the once loyal “Russian voicBhe unsuccessful political
alliance with the Likud (dissolved in July 2014 exfless than two years) left
signs of panic and uncertainty. The extremely viblehetoric endorsing the
legislation of death penalty for Arab terroristssstao much desperate for the
electorate to follow Lieberman’s shabby charismlae Tion-sectorial vote is a
real novelty (the party’s campaign itself lacked aideos or written messages
in Russian). Thus, we may argue that the oncersffential, “ghettoed”,
Russian-speaking community in Israel has founglitee in more general-led
politics. In this regard, some might consider thétsn favour of the Likud to
be a re-centralisation process of Israeli Righti$tewever, as said about
Netanyahu’s “three day war”, it is more likely t@same that the fear of
handing power to the Left was the factor which mioBtienced the Right-wing
electorate to concentrate, rather than centrate®pte.

Equally interesting is the centralisation-trendpuggh minor in scale,
which implied changes in the inner-positioning tué tsraeli Left; where social-
democratic Zionist Meretz almost risked not pass$irgglegal threshold because
of the failing attempt to sign a surplus-vote agrest with the Joint List (which
it had previously signed with the Zionist Unionj. addition, the almost-fatal
electoral position was largely due to the “canngadion” of votes by both the
Zionist Union and Yesh Atid, as the electorate eference is roughly
overlapping (i.e. in the case of social-democrAsbkenazi youth from Israel’s
economic centre: the so-called “state of Tel-AviWRlevertheless, after a nerve-
racking electoral campaign and the promise to ngsigf Meretz disappeared
from the new Knesset, the party’s leader Zehava Gal-On, claiming Mésetz
place as Israel’s true “Left” by the call: “We CatirLose Meretz; It's Up To
You”, did succeed in re-gaining the party’s positio the Knesset (5 seats, only
one seat less than the 6 it had won in the 201Giehs). Hence, the wish to
create a less multi-polarized political system, dlyanging the electoral
threshold, only partially achieved its goal, siito#id not cause the vanishing of
the more ideological poles in Israeli politics lgdst in the short run).

Rather different is the electoral fortune of tleend List. Since the
a-Zionist Arab political conglomerate was the direesult of the new legal
threshold, the inner disputes within the Arab leskigp had to be placated (at
least in appearance). The latter's campaign (videmsmdcasted in Arabic
followed by Hebrew subtitles) envisaged Israel mopen-minded democracy
enjoying high-tech industrial prosperity; but didtmmiss the opportunity to
recall the expropriation of lands by Jewish hand®ider to claim political

50 D. Filc, U. Lebel, “The Post-Oslo Israeli PoptilRadical Right...cit.”.
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justice. However, what had been promoted as anracism alliance vs.
Netanyahu’s anti-Arab policies did not lead to ganahift in Israeli minorities’
political preference (here we include the approxariwo mandate power in the
hand of Israeli Druzd). Although the Israeli Arab voice gained political
momentum and large media coverage throughout thwgaign, the 13 seats
(446,583 votes) the Joint List now holds in theddirParliament is by no means
“explosive”. It does not erode the hegemonic stigbof the Jewish-centred
party system. Moreover, it is unlikely the JoinstiLiakes an active part in any
nascent opposition, considering the traditionafusal” to cooperate with any
“Zionist agenda”. Hence, the impressive resulthef hew-born sectorial party
does not suggest a radical turning-point in pdalitigarticipation on the Israel
Arab street. The electoral achievement simply otflethe more gradual
demographic change while uniting the usually divided Arab voice undbe
same political roof.

The political enterprise of the Zionist Union, faled on December 10
2014, may be summarized in the total lack of pmditifinesse. Though the
alliance between HaAvoda (the Israeli Labour Paayldl Hatnuah (lit. “The
Movement”}® was supposedly built on pragmatic shrewdnessming to unite
liberal Zionist peace-seeking voters around a caitiye political power—, the
centre-Left electorate viewed it as a mishmashlafstyle opportunism (since
Livni took part of Netanyahu's previous governmeat)yd a mere technical
operation (in order to attract centre swing votassa-visYesh Atid*) with no
real ideological renewdl The rather uncharismatic personalities of Isaac
Herzog and Tzipi Livni and their technical discagsdid not succeed in
offering an appealing alternative to Netanyahutghtist hegemony. Livni's
choice to step back from the premiership-on-rotataause (if the latter
presented a hurdle to form a new government) 24shbefore the opening of
the ballot box, only pointed out the survival despd the two leaders and
revealed their indecisiveness. In addition to tbae' step forward, two steps

1 In the new-elected Knesset this minority is repriged by three MPs: Dr. Abdullah Abu
Ma’aruf (placed 18 in the Joint List), Ayoob Kara (¥6n the Likud List), and Hamad Amar
(5" placed in Yisrael Beitenu).

52 |n the 19" Knesset the Arab electorate joined 11 seats wiete divided as follows:
4 Ra'am-Ta'al+3 Balad+4 Hadash (including the Jewember of Knesset Dov Khenin).

53 The party was founded in 2012 by Tzipi Livni (Wedt Kadima) seeking to form a more
liberal centre in Israeli politics.

54 Though Yesh Atid was viewed as an electoral thabke to “steal” centrist votes from the

ones Hathuah was claiming to bring to the Zionigtidd, it did not succeed in

maintaining electoral support and won only 11 s@athe new Knesset (a sharp decline

from the 19 it had won in 2013).

The agreement to form the “Zionist Union” wasldoled by a wave of resignations of

figureheads from Hatnua: former Major General Hié&i@rn joined Yesh Atid, whereas

Meir Sheetrit, Amram Mitzna and David Tzur retifedm politics altogether.
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back” campaign, while Herzog was trying to placen$elf as a responsible
leader (slogan: “Responsibility, the foundation ladership”), and Tzipi Livni
seemed absent, the Zionist Union’s campaign toskréus blow. On March
7" a mass Left-wing rally (circa 60-80,000 peopt)kt place in Rabin Square
in Tel-Aviv. Its initiators called “Israel Wants @hge”, thus endorsing
pro-Zionist Union stances. The main speaker wasmdorDirector of Mossad
Meri Dagan who overtly criticized Netanyahu's p@& Nonetheless, the
fervent support did not put out the provocativeriés kindled by the opening
speech, delivered by artist Yair Garbuz. The lat&liled for an all-citizens
Israeli democracy, that Mizrahi Israelis (the Seghaother religious people,
and Right-voters were primitive, ignorant, corruptad extremist; a menace to
democracy. The speech generated a wide range it@ofeactions. But the
accusations of elitism and racism were not appeaseck the Ashkenazi elitist
couple Herzog and Livni were soon identified witlrBuz’'s views. Political
miscalculations, lack of charisma and “on-the-pagmpularity impeded the
creation of wide and solid electoral support; plgcthe Zionist Union second
largest among Israeli parties (with 24 seats).

Conclusions:
A Tricky Political “State of Mind"?

Following the scope conditions the article laid,atitseems the last
legislative elections, held on March "1 2015, did not modify the political
“self” of Israel. The perception of “security” inegpolitical terms rapidly
liquidated the demands for welfare security oritgdain the social justice
protests of 2011. National security is still a pmeihant issue buzzing and
echoing throughout the Israeli vote. Fear from ‘thimer” (i.e. the “Arabs”;
perceived as internal and external threat alik@) dittates the priorities in
Israelis’ own political mind-sets.

Furthermore, the waves of legalistic discourse eaning consolidated
norms and practices have declinéd-a-visthe increasing drift towards the
personalisation of party politics and the charidmadt suitability to govern a
complicated society. Both features confirm the enese and use of
demagoguery as well as what may be categorizeceagpapulism. In other
words, political leaderships adopt and adapt olshroonplaces and slogans to
gain electoral consensus rather than to providegredtives to the fragile socio-
cultural status quonvhich makes Israel a laboratory of political temsi. These
trends place Israel in the “uncomfortable” zonehwitther mature western
democracies. The indicator to this is the almossgmslike tones accompanying
the campaign which emphasized neither the roldvtleecandidates aspired to,
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nor the parties as political alternatives. This waés0 evident in the form of
various antagonisms concerning identity-based gssueh as ethnicity, religion
and socio-economic background. The institutionfdrre of the Knesset's legal
threshold seems to have been a minor factor irdetang the balance of party
representation, as the Israeli Parliament stillaies multipolar and fragmented.
In addition, the structural move did not placate #uitating waters of Israel’s
“sectorial” voting preferences, where inner\outententious dynamics involved
some key-politicians (i.e. Moshe Kahlon but maitie Yishai-Deri rupture)
while demonstrating a highly antagonistic competiti between leaders,
sometimes even regardless of ideological stancesetleless, it did generate
more or less inclusive alliances between someirgigartiegnamely the cases
of the Joint List and the Zionist Union). Despiteese political shifts and
intrigues, the electoral results manifest the weaid fragility of Israeli socio-
cultural fabric as determinants of what may seesoa®-political conservatism.

In more general terms, the paper has tackled theeg of “state of
mind” which has not yet been used to contextuatirgular political events
(such as elections). Matching the latter with maemmon conceptual
frameworks (e.g. identity, discourse, and even lapg may contribute to
bridge the gaps between long-rage political trajgcand more punctual events
without renouncing the multi-factorial and procedsanalyses. The adaptation
of the traditional use of “state of mind”, focused perceptions and values, to
the sociopolitical analysis of elections furthelidifies the connection between
political culture and political practices.
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