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This book is dedicated to my grandsons,  
Zachary and Dylan,  
in the hope that in their lifetimes  
the Israeli people will live in peace  
with all their Arab neighbors.






Preface

Anyone preparing a textbook on Israeli politics faces a series of challenges. First, should he or she write the textbook alone, or should a group of scholars be invited to make their contributions? In the case of Israeli politics, the subject has become increasingly complex in the sixty years Israel has been in existence as a state, and especially since the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1995. Indeed, since 1995, the field of Israel studies has grown tremendously. There are now centers for the study of Israel not only in Israel itself, but also in the United States, Europe, and Russia. In addition, in the English language alone there are now three major journals dealing exclusively with Israel: Israel Affairs, Israel Studies, and The Israel Studies Forum. Consequently, given the increasing complexity of Israeli politics, I made the decision to invite scholars to write chapters in their fields of expertise for the text, rather than undertake to write the entire text by myself.

A second challenge is to choose the topics to be included in the book. Since security issues have been a dominant aspect of Israeli politics (and Israeli life) since 1948, a number of chapters have been devoted to Israeli security and foreign policy issues. In the realm of security policy, one chapter is devoted to an analysis of the existential threats facing Israel and another to the Israel-Hizbollah war of 2006, after which Israel’s deterrence capability, hitherto the bedrock of its security strategy, was called into question. In the area of foreign policy, chapters are devoted to Israel’s most important foreign relationships: with the Palestinians, the Arab world, and the United States. In addition, in recent years Israel has developed close relations with both India, a rising world power, and Turkey, a key country in the Muslim world, and it was felt that a chapter should be devoted to Israel’s relationships with those countries as well.

Another key aspect of Israeli life since 1948 has been the growth and development of its very vibrant political party system. In addition to being divided into right and left on the political spectrum—in the Israeli context this means hawkish and dovish on their readiness to make peace with the Arabs—Israeli parties also represent special-interest groups. Thus, while chapters in this book are devoted to Israel’s right-wing and left-wing parties, other chapters  are devoted to the main interest-group parties in Israel: the religious parties, the Arab parties, and the Russian parties.

Finally, since 1995, two other major developments have occurred in Israel that have had a very significant impact on its politics. The first is the rise in importance of the Israeli Supreme Court, whose role in Israeli politics now approaches that of the US Supreme Court in American politics. The second is the radical change in the Israeli economy, which has moved from a socialist orientation to a capitalist one. Consequently, chapters have been devoted to both the Israeli Supreme Court and the Israeli economy.

A third challenge in preparing a text of this type is to find the proper mix of scholars to contribute. Since the field of Israel studies (represented, since 1985, by the Association for Israel Studies), like many other scholarly fields, has scholars from all over the world, embracing a wide spectrum of viewpoints, I have felt it important to have those differing viewpoints reflected in the text. Thus the reader will find contributors from both Israel and North America, as well as perspectives ranging from hawkish to dovish on the Arab-Israeli conflict. It is hoped that a book of this type will not only provide stimulating reading but will also provide the reader with a balanced understanding of both the dynamism and the complexity of Israeli politics.

 

ROBERT O. FREEDMAN  Baltimore, Maryland November 2007
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Introduction

Robert O. Freedman

 

 

 

ISRAEL WAS BORN ON MAY 15, 1948. It was a child of the European nationalism of the nineteenth century, much as was Arab nationalism. On that date a group of Palestinian Jewish leaders, operating on the basis of the Zionist ideology, proclaimed the state of Israel. Their basic precept was that—just as the French had France; the Germans, Germany; the English, England; and the Italians, Italy—so, too, should the Jews have a state of their own. Israel, however, was also born in conflict with its Arab neighbors, who invaded Israel seeking to destroy it. That conflict, which became known as the Arab-Israeli conflict, has heavily influenced Israel’s development, as security issues have dominated Israeli politics and society since 1948. A second major factor influencing Israel was immigration. Israel, whose ethos was the ingathering of Jews from around the world, particularly where they lived under conditions of persecution, has absorbed millions of immigrants since 1948, beginning with the survivors of the Holocaust, who were followed by Jews from Arab countries in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, and Jews from the former Soviet Union in the 1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s. Even in 2007, fifty-nine years after the state of Israel was proclaimed, immigrants form a large percentage of its population, which now numbers more than seven million. Israel has also become a center for a revived Hebrew language and literature, as well as a source of pride for Jewish communities around the world, although differences with Diaspora Jewish communities, especially that of the United States, over religious issues and Israeli foreign policy have occasionally caused conflicts.




History Before 1948

Modern Israel had its political origins in the doctrine of nationalism, which was precipitated by the French Revolution and permeated Europe in the nineteenth century. Nationalism led to the unification of Germany and Italy, revolts by the Poles against the Russians, and the Hungarians against the Austrians, and to the gradual weakening of Ottoman control in the Balkans, which began with the independence movement in Greece in the 1820s. These events led a number of Jewish thinkers, such as Yehudah Alkelai, Zvi Kallischer, and Moses Hess, looking at the examples of Greece, Germany, and Italy, to suggest that the time had come for the Jews, as an ethnoreligious national group, to have their own homeland. Indeed, the title of Hess’s seminal book, Rome and Jerusalem: The Last Nationality Question, specifically stated that just as the Italians were creating a new state on the ruins of ancient Rome, so, too, should the Jews recreate their state in Palestine, which, until the Romans conquered it and destroyed the Jewish Temple in 70 CE, had been the Jewish state.1

The ideas of Alkelai, Kallischer, and Hess were reinforced by the pogroms in Czarist Russia in 1881, which transformed a group of Russian Jewish intellectuals, such as Peretz Smolenskin, Moshe Lilienblum, and Leo Pinsker, from Russian assimilationists into ardent Zionists. The most important Zionist thinker in the nineteenth century was Theodore Herzl, an Austro-Hungarian Jewish journalist who was not only a Zionist theoretician but also an effective organizer. In 1896, after witnessing the anti-Jewish rioting in France connected to the Dreyfus affair, in which a French Jewish army officer was falsely accused of giving military secrets to the Germans, Herzl concluded that there was no safe place for the Jews of Europe and that assimilation was not possible. In 1896 he wrote the book Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State), which called for a Jewish state in Palestine, and in 1897 he organized the first international Zionist congress in Basle, Switzerland. The conference called for international support for the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine, and for Jewish efforts to settle it. In sum, by the end of the nineteenth century, Zionist thinkers had concluded that a Jewish state was needed, both to provide a safe haven for persecuted Jews and to raise the national dignity of the Jewish people. A few Zionist leaders went further, arguing that a Jewish state would be “a light unto the nations.”

While Herzl ran into opposition from both Orthodox and Reform Jews for religious reasons (the Orthodox Jews felt that only the Messiah could reestablish a Jewish state, while the Reform Jews asserted that it was God’s will to scatter the Jews around the world so that they could teach God’s laws), and from assimilated Jews in Europe and the United States, who did not share Herzl’s concern about rising anti-Semitism, he continued his Zionist efforts.  Between 1897 and 1903, he visited the main chancelleries of Europe, trying to gain support for his plan. Herzl’s greatest success came in England, where he found a receptive audience, especially among “Christian Zionists” such as Arthur Balfour. Indeed, his discussions with English leaders were to set the stage for British promises to the Zionist movement during World War I.2




World War I

During World War I, England had a number of objectives besides the defeat of the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire). One of these was to secure a land route to the Persian Gulf, from Egypt to Iran, in lands then occupied by the Ottoman Empire, in order to secure the route to India. British possession of Palestine, as well as Iraq, was critical to achieving this goal. In order to both gain support against the Central Powers and gain the land bridge to the Persian Gulf, English officials made three conflicting promises during the war. The first was to Sherif Hussein of Mecca (the Hussein-McMahon correspondence of 1915-1916), in which the Arab leader, who then controlled only the land around Mecca, was vaguely promised an independent Arab state from southern Anatolia to the Arabian Sea, but with so many territorial exclusions as to make the promise almost meaningless. The second promise was in the 1916 Sykes-Picot agreement with France, under which England got most of modern-day Iraq and Jordan; France got modern-day Syria and Lebanon, as well as part of southern Anatolia and northern Iraq; and Palestine, west of the Jordan River, was to be an internationally controlled zone—the latter stipulation to satisfy czarist Russia, which was an ally of Britain and France during the war, and which had interests in Palestine. The third promise, the Balfour Declaration of November 1917, was to the Zionist movement, which during World War I had its primary headquarters in England. The Balfour Declaration was another vague promise, this time of a Jewish “national home in Palestine”; it did not stipulate the meaning of the term national home (state? autonomous area?) or where “in Palestine” the national home was to be (all of it? part of it?). At the peace conferences following the war, the czarist regime in Russia having been overthrown by the Bolsheviks and not participating in the conferences, England and France could more freely deal with Palestine, which England received as a League of Nations Mandate, along with Iraq, while France received Lebanon and Syria.3




The British Mandate over Palestine

Just as England had made conflicting promises during World War I, so, too, did it pursue conflicting policies during the Mandate period (1922-1948),  favoring the Zionists as in the Mandate document itself, which stated that England would facilitate Jewish immigration to Palestine, and favoring the Arabs, as in the Passfield White Paper (1930; later rescinded), which stated that England would terminate immigration. As the conflict between Palestine’s Jewish and Arab communities intensified during the 1930s, the British were hard put to work out a settlement between the two communities and never did succeed. The Peel Commission, sent to Palestine to investigate the causes of the Arab riots of 1936, urged the partition of the Mandate, which then included all the land from the Mediterranean to the Jordan River (Transjordan having been separated from British-controlled Palestine in 1921), into separate areas for Palestine’s four hundred thousand Jews and almost one million Arabs. This partition was rejected by the Palestinian Arabs, but its suggestion did provide an important precedent for the UN Partition decision ten years later. In 1939, with World War II on the horizon and the continuing Arab revolt tying down large numbers of English troops, England again moved to pacify the Palestinian Arabs with the March 1939 White Paper, which limited Jewish immigration to Palestine to only seventy-five thousand over the next five years, no additional immigration to be allowed without the agreement of Palestine’s Arabs—a highly unlikely possibility. The White Paper also limited Jewish land purchase possibilities to only 5 percent of the Mandate. The White Paper’s limitation on immigration and land purchase infuriated the Palestinian Jewish community. More important, it cost the lives of perhaps one million European Jews, who died in the Holocaust and otherwise might have made it to Palestine, something that still angers Israeli Jews today.

During the Mandate period, the Jewish community of Palestine, in addition to absorbing hundreds of thousands of immigrants (mostly from Eastern and Central Europe) who augmented the almost eighty-four thousand Jews living in Palestine when the Mandate was proclaimed, developed the skills of self-government that were to serve it well during the postindependence period. The main contenders for power over the Jewish Agency for Israel (a branch of the World Zionist Organization) was Mapai (the forerunner of Israel’s Labor Party), which was led by Chaim Arlosoroff and David Ben-Gurion, and the Revisionist Party (the forerunner of the Herut and Likud parties), which was led by Vladimir Jabotinsky. The political conflicts between Mapai and the Revisionists were to mirror, in many ways, the conflicts between the Labor Party and first Herut and then Likud after the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948. The conflicts included differences over the optimal economic system for the Jewish community, Mapai favoring socialism and the Revisionists, capitalism. In addition, the Revisionists, who had not reconciled themselves to the loss of the land east of the Jordan River given to Transjordan by Britain, also wanted a tougher Jewish response to continuing  Arab attacks than did Mapai. Finally, the Revisionists wanted to pressure England to call for the immediate establishment of a Jewish state, while Mapai wanted to wait until more Jews had immigrated to the country and the diplomatic situation was more favorable. The two main parties also had their own militias, Mapai controlling the Haganah and the Revisionists somewhat more loosely tied to the Irgun.

In addition, during the British Mandate, the Palestinian Jewish community developed a number of key institutions, including the Histadrut, a huge labor union, which, besides protecting its workers, carried out a great deal of construction, had an extensive health care program, and provided numerous cultural services. Other institutions, some of which had their origins in the pre-Mandate period, also developed, including agricultural cooperatives like the Kibbutz, Moshav, and Moshav-Shitufi. The Mandate also saw the development of major Jewish urban centers in Palestine, including Tel Aviv, Haifa, and West Jerusalem.4

With the outbreak of World War II, most of the Palestinian Jewish community supported the English, despite the 1939 White Paper, although there was a fringe group, Lehi, which opposed them. By 1943, however, with the Allies (the United States, England, the United Kingdom, and the USSR) having taken the offensive against the Axis powers (Nazi Germany, Italy, and Japan), the Irgun, now under the leadership of Menahem Begin, began to launch attacks against the English to break their blockade of the coast of Palestine, which was preventing some of the surviving Jews of Europe from escaping to Palestine. These attacks were opposed by Mapai and the Haganah because they damaged the Jewish community’s diplomatic position as the war was coming to a close, even though the main Palestinian Arab leader, Hajj Amin al-Husseini, had actively cooperated with the Nazis during the war.

Following the war, a weakened England became economically dependent on the United States and therefore could not simply reject US president Harry Truman’s call for one hundred thousand European Jewish survivors of the Holocaust to be permitted to emigrate to Palestine (Britain had kept the White Paper limits on immigration). Consequently, England’s foreign minister, Ernest Bevin, suggested the establishment of an Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry to study the refugee problem and the situation in Palestine. He also promised that if the six Americans and six English who made up the committee issued a unanimous report, he would implement it. However, he subsequently rejected the committee’s 1946 unanimous recommendation that one hundred thousand Jews be allowed to emigrate to Palestine. This refusal led the Haganah to join the Irgun in attacks on the British, which in turn led to a British crackdown on the Jewish Agency. Nonetheless, the British, war weary and economically exhausted, brought the issue of Palestine to the  United Nations in February 1947. The UN set up its own investigatory commission, the UN Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), which, after visiting Palestine, made two recommendations. The majority recommendation was for the partition of the British Mandate into Palestinian Arab and Palestinian Jewish states, with Jerusalem and its environs becoming an international zone. The minority recommendation was for a Jewish-Arab Federation. With the support of both the United States and the Soviet Union, the majority recommendation was passed by the UN General Assembly in November 1947, calling for an end to the Mandate and for the establishment of the two states. Following the UN decision, which the Palestinian Jews accepted and the Palestinian Arabs rejected, guerrilla war broke out between the two communities, with volunteers from neighboring Arab countries entering Palestine to help the Palestinian Arabs. The volunteers, however, were not able to help the Palestinian Arabs defeat the Palestinian Jews, and on May 15, 1948, Arab armies from Egypt, Transjordan, Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq invaded the newly proclaimed State of Israel.




Israeli Foreign Policy 1948-2006

In what became known as Israel’s War of Independence, the Israeli army—thanks to higher morale, interior lines of communication, better leadership, divisions among the Arabs, and arms from Czechoslovakia—defeated both the invading Arab armies and the Palestinian Arabs, enlarging the area it had been allotted under the UN partition resolution, primarily with land in the Galilee. At the same time Egypt seized Gaza, and Transjordan (which was soon to change its name to Jordan) seized the West Bank and East Jerusalem—areas that had been allotted to the abortive Palestinian state. As a result of the war, more than five hundred thousand Palestinian Arabs fled their homes, most to escape the fighting, but approximately one hundred thousand of them were expelled by Israel to prevent their acting as a “fifth column” behind Israeli lines in Lydda and Ramle as Israel came under attack from Egypt and Transjordan. 5

In the aftermath of the war, while Israel was busy resettling Jews who had immigrated from Europe and the Arab world, security problems were uppermost in the mind of David Ben-Gurion, who had become Israel’s first prime minister. Terrorist attacks against Israel from Egypt and Jordan led to often massive reprisals by Israel on Egypt and Jordan, reprisals that were criticized by the United States and Western Europe. In addition, despite abandoning its initial position of neutrality in the NATO-USSR cold war by siding with the United States after Soviet-backed North Korea invaded South Korea in 1950, Israel was diplomatically isolated. The United States, under both the Truman  and Eisenhower administrations, was courting the Arab world and urging Israel not only to accept the return of hundreds of thousands of Arab refugees, but also to cede to the Arabs some of the land it controlled after its War of Independence. Israel rejected both American recommendations, fearing the security implications. Israel was also left out of the Baghdad Pact, the Anglo-American plan for an anticommunist alliance linking NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) and SEATO (Southeast Asia Treaty Organization). Making matters worse for Israel was the major Soviet-Egyptian arms deal of 1955, which supplied Egypt with hundreds of bombers (along with tanks and artillery) that directly threatened Israel. Under these circumstances, Israel in 1956 joined with England and France (which had supplied some weaponry to Israel) for a tripartite attack on Egypt, Israel’s role to secure the Sinai up to ten miles from the Suez Canal, and England (which had opposed Nasser’s nationalization of the canal and his opposition to the Baghdad Pact) and France (which disliked Nasser because of his aid to the Algerian rebellion) to oust Nasser under the diplomatic cover of protecting international shipping through the canal. Israel defeated the Egyptian army in the Sinai, capturing or destroying large amounts of Soviet-supplied weaponry, albeit not the bombers, which had been flown abroad to escape the fighting. However, under heavy US pressure, Israel withdrew from the Sinai and Gaza, but not before a UN Expeditionary Force (UNEF) had been emplaced on Israel’s borders with Egypt, to deter terrorist attacks, and at the Straits of Tiran, to ensure the freedom of Israeli shipping there (Nasser had previously closed the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping).6

Israel emerged from the 1956 Suez War with three gains. First, its military prowess served to protect Israel from the serious threat of another Arab attack for more than a decade, thus giving the Jewish state the opportunity to grow and develop and settle additional Jewish immigrants. Second, the opening of the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping facilitated Israel’s trade with the newly emerging states of Africa and Asia. Third, the emplacement of UNEF forces sharply reduced the number of terrorist attacks against Israel from Egypt. The one negative aspect of the war for Israel was a diplomatic one: its association with the old colonial powers, England and France, which led some in the Third World to see Israel as a tool of colonialism.

The 1956-1967 period was a relatively quiet one in Israel’s foreign relations, as Israel’s Arab neighbors, fearful of another military encounter, seemed more intent on confronting each other than on confronting Israel. In addition, following the Iraqi revolution of July 1958, US-Israeli relations began to improve as American policymakers began to see the value of a democratic and militarily strong Israel in the volatile Middle East. During the administration of John F. Kennedy (1961-1963) the United States sold Hawk antiaircraft  missiles to Israel to help protect it against the threat posed by the Egyptian bombers, although there were some serious differences between the two countries over Israel’s budding nuclear program.7

Israel’s relatively benign international situation changed radically in May 1967. Acting on erroneous information from the Soviet Union that Israel was about to attack Moscow’s client state, Syria, Nasser seized the opportunity to rebuild his diminished prestige in the Arab world (Syria’s defection from the Egyptian-dominated United Arab Republic in 1961 had badly hurt Nasser) by expelling the UN troops on the Egyptian-Israeli border and at the Straits of Tiran, and by signing a military alliance with Jordan, which augmented the 1966 Syrian-Egyptian alliance. Surrounded by enemies calling for its destruction, Israel launched a preemptive attack against Egypt after failing to get aid from the United States, which was bogged down in Vietnam. At the same time, it urged Jordan to stay out of the war. However, when King Hussein of Jordan responded to the Israeli request by shelling Jewish West Jerusalem from the Jordanian-controlled hills in East Jerusalem (later to be annexed by Israel), Israel struck at Jordan as well, capturing East Jerusalem and the West Bank and driving the Jordanian army back across the Jordan River. Several days later, Israel attacked Syria, seizing the Golan Heights, from which the Syrian army had regularly shelled Israeli territory.8

The diplomatic situation for Israel following the 1967 War was far different from that after the Suez War of 1956. Now the United States agreed with Israel that it should hold the conquered territory until a peace agreement was reached with its Arab neighbors. In addition, the administration of Lyndon Johnson, working with the United Kingdom, succeeded in November 1967 in passing UN Security Council Resolution 242, which called, as part of a peace settlement, for Israel to withdraw from “occupied territories” (not “the” or “all” occupied territories), thus implying that Israel could keep some territory to make its borders more “secure,” as the UN resolution also stipulated. US-Israeli cooperation grew after the war, reaching a high point in 1970 under the Nixon administration when Israel deterred the Syrian air force from intervening in the Palestinian uprising against King Hussein of Jordan, an American ally. Following this incident, US military and economic aid to Israel grew, and during the 1973 Yom Kippur War, when an overconfident and unprepared Israel was caught by surprise by the attack from Egypt and Syria, American weaponry helped to turn the tide of the fighting in Israel’s favor. In the aftermath of the war, US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger began a shuttle diplomacy that led to the partial Israeli-Egyptian agreements of Sinai I (1974) and Sinai II (1975) and set the stage for the Israeli-Egyptian peace agreement of 1979 mediated with the help of US president Jimmy Carter.9

US-Israeli relations remained strong under Carter’s successor, Ronald Reagan, whose administration gave at least tacit support to Israel’s invasion of Lebanon in 1982. The primary goal of the invasion was the destruction of the state-within-a-state that the PLO (Palestine Liberation Organization) had constructed in South Lebanon, which served as a base for launching attacks against Israel. While Israel succeeded in destroying the PLO position in South Lebanon, it was far less successful in achieving its other invasion goals, which included creating a pro-Israeli Christian-dominated government in Lebanon, destroying Syrian influence there, and convincing the Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza to accept the limited autonomy that Israeli prime minister Menahem Begin had offered them. In addition, Israel’s reputation was sullied when its Christian allies, looking for hidden PLO operatives in the Sabra and Shatilla refugee camps, killed more than three hundred Palestinians. Heartened by the difficulties Israel was encountering in Lebanon as the Iranian-backed Hizbollah launched attacks against Israeli troops there, the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza rose up against Israel in December 1987 in what became known as the First Intifada. Initially, Israel did not know how to respond to the Intifada, and its heavy-handed actions eroded its position in world public opinion. The First Gulf War (1990-1991), which followed the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, however, diverted attention from the Intifada, and PLO leader Yasser Arafat’s decision to support Iraq’s Saddam Hussein in the war gravely weakened the Palestinian position, not only in the West but also among the Gulf Arab states, especially Saudi Arabia.

Following the war, the Madrid Peace Conference was convened by the United States to expedite the Arab-Israeli peace process. While the conference itself did not lead to any immediate agreements, other than some private economic deals between Arabs and Israelis, the election of Labor Party leader Yitzhak Rabin as Israel’s new prime minister in 1992 led to secret talks with the PLO that culminated in the Oslo I partial peace agreement of 1993, which called for mutual recognition, the end of Palestinian terrorism, and the establishment of a Palestinian Authority in Gaza (although Israeli settlements and army bases would remain there) and the city of Jericho. Oslo I was followed, despite increased incidents of Palestinian terrorism that undermined the Israeli public’s confidence in the peace process, by the 1995 Oslo II agreement, which gave the Palestinian Authority both administrative and security control over the large cities on the West Bank, except for the city of Hebron. Meanwhile, Israel and Jordan signed a peace treaty in 1994, under which Jordan promised not to allow the stationing of Arab armies on its soil, and Israel promised not to expel Palestinian Arabs into Jordan.10

The Arab-Israeli peace process suffered a blow, however, in November 1995 when Rabin was assassinated by a Jewish religious fanatic who opposed the  Oslo agreements, and by the election in May 1996 of Likud leader Benjamin Netanyahu, who was considerably less enthusiastic about the Israeli-Palestinian peace process than Rabin had been. Nonetheless, Netanyahu signed two additional partial peace agreements with the Palestinians (Hebron in 1997 and Wye in 1998). The May 1999 elections, in which Labor leader Ehud Barak defeated Netanyahu, also brought new hope to the peace process. However, even with the mediation of US president Bill Clinton, Israel and Syria could not agree on a peace treaty, primarily because of a border dispute in the area of the Sea of Galilee. Similarly, despite Clinton’s mediation efforts at Camp David in July 2000, Barak and Arafat could not reach an agreement, even though Barak offered to Arafat all of Gaza, 92 percent of the West Bank, and East Jerusalem. The subsequent outbreak of the al-Aqsa Intifada in September 2000, replete with Palestinian terrorist attacks on Israeli civilians, led in 2001 to the election of the new Likud leader, Ariel Sharon, as prime minister. Sharon, in 2002, ordered the Israeli army to reenter the Palestinian cities on the West Bank to stop the Palestinian terrorist attacks. Subsequently, he ordered the construction of a security fence between Israeli and Palestinian areas for the same purpose.

In 2004, after an unsuccessful international effort known as the “road map” (sponsored by the United States, the European Union, the UN, and Russia), calling for a cease-fire followed by a three-stage process leading to a Palestinian state, Sharon came up with a plan to unilaterally pull Israeli settlements and military bases out of Gaza, as well as Israeli settlements out of the northern West Bank, to both cement the Jewish majority in Israeli-controlled areas and give the Palestinians a chance for self-government in Gaza.11 The plan was implemented in 2005, despite opposition by Israel’s Religious Zionist community. The peace process, however, was not helped by this development. Rockets from Gaza continued to be fired into Israel, and in the January 2006 Palestinian Legislative Council elections, Hamas won the majority and formed a government on the platform of no recognition of Israel and no long-term peace with Israel. The election struck a major blow to the Israeli-Palestinian peace process. Then, in the summer of 2006, Iranian-backed Hizbollah precipitated a month-long Israeli-Lebanese war, further raising tension in the Middle East.




Israeli Politics and Society

Israel has a proportional-representation, party-list political system with a large number of political parties, because only 2 percent of the vote is needed to get a seat in the Israeli Parliament (the Knesset). With 120 seats in the Knesset, 61 are required to form a government.12 Since no political party since  1948 has secured 61 seats, coalition governments consisting of multiple parties have been the norm. From 1996 to 2003, Israel established a separate vote for prime minister and the Knesset. Primarily because this reform gave too much power to the smaller parties, it was dropped for the 2006 elections, and the old system was reinstated.

From 1949 to 1977, the Israeli Labor Party—first under David Ben-Gurion and Moshe Sharett, and then under Levi Eshkol, Golda Meir, and Yitzhak Rabin in his first term as Israel’s prime minister—dominated Israeli politics, forming all the coalitions. However, Israel’s poor performance in the initial stages of the 1973 Yom Kippur War, together with a number of political scandals and the defection of numerous Labor Party members to form a new party (the Democratic Movement for Change), led to Labor’s defeat in the 1977 Israeli elections and the coming to power of the Likud Party, under Menahem Begin. Following Begin’s resignation in 1983 after the failures of his Lebanese war strategy had become apparent, he was succeeded by Yitzhak Shamir, who, after Shimon Peres was prime minister in a national unity government from 1984 to 1986, took over as the prime minister from 1986 to 1988.

Following the 1988 elections, Shamir headed another national unity government from 1988 to 1990. Although Likud governed alone from 1990 to 1992 under Shamir, he lost the 1992 elections to the new Labor Party leader, Yitzhak Rabin, who began the Oslo peace process with the Palestinians. Following Rabin’s assassination in November 1995, Shimon Peres served as prime minister, only to be defeated by Likud leader Benjamin Netanyahu in the May 1996 elections. Netanyahu, in turn, was defeated by Labor Party leader Ehud Barak in the May 1999 elections, but Barak lost to Likud leader Ariel Sharon in the February 2001 elections as the al-Aqsa Intifada raged. Sharon overwhelmingly won the January 2003 elections, in large part because of his tough position on Palestinian terrorism. Then, because of the opposition of a number of Likud Party members to his plan for unilateral withdrawal from Gaza, in November 2005 Sharon split from Likud to form the Kadima Party, which drew members not only from Sharon’s Likud Party, but also from the Labor Party, including former Labor prime minister Shimon Peres. However, in January 2006, Sharon suffered a massive stroke, which incapacitated him.

Sharon was succeeded as Kadima Party leader by Ehud Olmert, who led Kadima to a narrow election victory in March 2006. Soon after the elections, however, Olmert was confronted with a two-front war, following the kidnapping of an Israeli soldier by a Hamas-led force from Gaza in June 2006, and the kidnappings of two Israeli soldiers by Hizbollah operating from southern Lebanon in July 2006. Israel’s failure to decisively win either conflict (due in part to strategic mistakes committed by Olmert),13 coupled with a number of  corruption charges against Olmert from the period before he became prime minister, gravely weakened his personal political position, although his inclusion of Avigdor Liberman’s Israel Beiteinu Party in his coalition government in November 2006 did strengthen his coalition. However, Liberman was to leave the government coalition in January 2008.

From 1977 to 2005, as Israel’s economy was gradually privatized, the main difference between the Labor and Likud parties was no longer over how to organize Israel economically (capitalism vs. socialism), but over the Arab-Israeli peace process, the Labor Party being more willing to make concessions to the Arabs, and especially to the Palestinians, than Likud, which advocated an aggressive program of settlement building in the West Bank. Following its formation, the Kadima Party took a centrist position between Labor and Likud on the Arab-Israeli conflict.

While security issues have dominated the Israeli scene since 1948, Israel faced a number of other challenges as 2008 dawned. These include the conflict among Orthodox, Traditional, and Secular Israeli Jews over the proper place of the Jewish religion in Israel’s public life; the question as to whether Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) Jews should serve in the Israeli army; residual unhappiness among the Sephardi Jews who had immigrated to Israel from Arab countries, and who felt that they had been given second-class treatment by Israel’s Ashkenazi (European Jewish) “establishment”; the success of the integration into Israeli society of Jews from the former Soviet Union and Ethiopia; growing strains between Israeli Jews and Israeli Arabs (approximately 20 percent of Israel’s population) over the proper place of Arabs in a Jewish-majority society, as well as the loyalty of the Arabs to the Israeli state; and the growing gap between rich and poor in Israel, even as Israel was achieving a Western European standard of living and a per capita GNP equal to that of the United Kingdom.14

Within Israeli history and politics, the assassination of Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin by an Israeli Jewish religious fanatic, Yigal Amir, was in many ways a turning point. Since the assassination, Israeli politics has been in turmoil, with no fewer than five different prime ministers in the following twelve years (Shimon Peres, Benjamin Netanyahu, Ehud Barak, Ariel Sharon, and Ehud Olmert). This period has also witnessed the rise and collapse of political parties such as Yisrael B’aliya, a party of Russian immigrants, and Shinui, the secularist party that, after skyrocketing from six to fifteen parliamentary seats between the 1999 and 2003 elections, disappeared entirely in 2006. There has also been a gradual estrangement of Israel’s Arab minority from the country’s Jewish majority, a process accelerated by the outbreak of the al-Aqsa Intifada in September 2000. The post- 1995 period also witnessed the rapid privatization of the Israeli economy  and an increasingly activist Israeli Supreme Court, which has played a growing role in Israeli politics.

Another major consequence of the assassination was a slowing of the peace process between Israel and both Syria and the Palestinians. While there was a temporary revival of the two peace processes under Prime Minister Ehud Barak (1999-2001), both collapsed in 2000, and attempts to revive them following the death of Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat in November 2004 have yet to meet with success.

Beyond the Arab world, while US-Israeli relations remained strong during the period following the assassination and Israel actively developed ties with Muslim Turkey and Hindu India, Israel faced a growing threat from Iran, a country many thought to be developing nuclear weapons and whose president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, in 2005 openly called for Israel’s destruction. Compounding the threat from Iran was that country’s solidifying alliance with Syria, which remained a major enemy of Israel, and its assistance to two other enemies of Israel: Hizbollah and Hamas.

Given these events, the authors of the chapters in this book have been challenged not only to explain what has happened, but also to place the events they analyze into the larger context of Israeli history.

Since the death of Rabin, there have been three right-wing prime ministers (Benjamin Netanyahu, Ariel Sharon, and Ehud Olmert) and two left-wing prime ministers (Shimon Peres and Ehud Barak); and in the twelve years since 1995, the Israeli right has controlled the office of prime minister for almost ten of the thirteen years. Ilan Peleg of Lafayette College, in Chapter 2, “The Israeli Right,” traces the rise of the Israeli right since its beginnings in 1922 under Vladimir Jabotinsky. While Peleg cites the core ideological beliefs of the right, he also notes that pragmatism as well as ideological commitment was clearly demonstrated by Menahem Begin, who was willing to give up the Sinai; Netanyahu, who gave up Israel’s claim to “both banks of the Jordan River”; and Sharon, who was willing to pull out of Gaza.

By contrast, in Chapter 3, “The Israeli Zionist Left,” Mark Rosenblum of Queens College traces the decline of the Israeli left since 1995. In part, he argues, it was due to Rabin’s misguided legacy of “fighting terrorism as if there was no peace process, and pursuing the peace process as if there was no terrorism,” and in part it was due to Ehud Barak’s mismanagement of both foreign policy and domestic politics during his short tenure as prime minister, although Rosenblum allots his share of blame to Yasser Arafat, whose failure to control Palestinian terrorism undercut both Rabin and Barak.

Israel’s religious parties, with the exception of Shas, have been in existence since the establishment of the state. Shmuel Sandler and Aaron Kampinsky of Bar-Ilan University discuss the evolution of the religious parties since 1995 in  Chapter 4, “Israel’s Religious Parties.” They note the decline of Mafdal, the National Religious Party, because of its overconcentration on territorial issues: holding onto the West Bank and Gaza and proliferating settlements there. By contrast, Shas, the Sephardi ultra-Orthodox party, which emerged on Israel’s national political scene only in 1984, did quite well in the post- 1995 period because it sought to meet the needs of its Sephardi constituency, many of whom were not ultra-Orthodox. Using the model of consociational-ism, Sandler and Kampinsky emphasize that Labor, Likud, and Kadima have all sought to include at least one religious party in their coalition governments for the sake of social harmony.

In contrast to the more mainstream Likud, Kadima, and Labor parties and also to the religious parties, Israel’s Russian parties, as their name implies, get a significant amount of their support from Israel’s Russian community. In Chapter 5, “Israel’s Russian Parties,” Vladimir (Ze’ev) Khanin of Bar-Ilan University traces the rise and fall of Natan Sharansky’s Yisrael B’aliya Party as the main party of Russian immigrants. Khanin also points out that the Russian immigrants tend to split their vote between “mainstream” parties and Russian communal parties, the most recent of which is Avigdor Liberman’s Israel Beiteinu Party, which received eleven Knesset seats in the 2006 elections.

While Israel’s Russian parties have seen a major evolution since they first appeared on the Israeli scene, so, too, have Israel’s Arab parties, as pointed out by Hillel Frisch of Bar-Ilan University in Chapter 6, “Israel’s Arab Parties.” Initially voting for a list affiliated with Israel’s Labor Party, by the mid-1970s Israel’s Arabs had shifted their vote to the Communist Party, primarily as a protest vote. By the mid-1990s, they had switched again, giving increasing support to a basically Islamist list (the UAL, or United Arab List) and to an Arab nationalist list (Balad), as well as to the Communist Party (the Democratic Front for Peace and Equality). By the 2006 elections, despite some hope for a single Arab party, the Arab votes were almost evenly divided among the UAL (four Knesset seats), the Communists (three Knesset seats), and Balad (three Knesset seats). Frisch also discusses the impact on Arab voters of such events as the al-Aqsa Intifada and the dispute over the building of a proposed mosque near the Church of Ascension in Nazareth. While noting the growing anti-Israeli radicalization of Israeli Arab elites, Frisch also emphasizes that the rank and file of Israeli Arabs, seeing the economic benefits of being citizens in the Jewish state, are not, so far at least, moving to separate themselves from Israel.

Another major change in Israeli life, although it began before Rabin’s death, has been the increasing political impact of Israel’s Supreme Court, as noted by Pnina Lahav of Boston College’s Law School in Chapter 7, “Israel’s Supreme Court.” Lahav traces this development by making four major comparisons:  judicial activism versus judicial restraint; Israel as a democracy versus Israel as a Jewish state; unilateralism versus multilateralism in the context of the Arab-Israeli conflict; and catastrophe Zionism versus utopian Zionism. She concludes, however, that the Supreme Court is now under attack by the government of Ehud Olmert and that its future is unclear.

One of the major changes in the period since Rabin has been in the Israeli economy, as Ofira Seliktar of Gratz College points out in Chapter 8, “Israel’s Economy.” After a number of years of slowness in growth, caused in part by deepening structural problems in the Israeli economy, as well as by the al-Aqsa Intifada, in 2003 Israel embarked on a major program of economic reform. The reform included cuts in public sector salaries and transfer payments, a major privatization of government-owned public companies, and the restructuring of the Israeli capital market. The result was a sharp increase in gross national product per capita, a rise in Israeli exports, and an increase in foreign investment, making Israel, in the mind of some observers, a new “economic miracle,” although Israel still has a poverty problem.

In the realm of foreign policy Israel’s relations with the Palestinians are perhaps the most difficult and complicated of any of its foreign relationships. In Chapter 9, “Israel and the Palestinians,” Barry Rubin of the Gloria Center argues that the failure to solve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is primarily the responsibility of the Palestinians and, in particular, Yasser Arafat. Arafat, argues Rubin, despite being given numerous opportunities to create a Palestinian state, not only refused a series of generous offers, at Camp David II in July 2000 and in the Clinton Parameters of December 2000, but also chose to use terrorism as a tool of his negotiating strategy—a tool that backfired when Ariel Sharon was elected Israel’s prime minister in February 2001 and reelected in 2003. The result was an increase in Palestinian misery and, by June 2007, a split between Gaza and the West Bank, which were controlled by rival Palestinian factions.

While Rubin primarily blames the Palestinians for the failure to advance the peace process, David W. Lesch of Trinity University, in Chapter 10, “Israel and the Arab World,” also puts a good bit of blame on Israel and the United States. Although highly critical of Palestinian suicide bombings, Lesch also feels that both Israel and the United States lost a real opportunity by failing to complete an Israeli-Syrian peace treaty in 2000. Had such a treaty been completed, Lesch speculates in an exercise in “counterfactual history,” the war in Iraq and the 2006 Israel-Hizbollah conflict might never have happened.

While in the period after the assassination of Rabin Israel was preoccupied with its relations with the Palestinians, Lebanon, and Syria, successive Israeli governments also developed relations with both Turkey and India. This is the topic of Efraim Inbar of Bar-Ilan University in Chapter 11, “Israel’s Strategic  Relations with Turkey and India.” Building on arms sales to both Turkey and India, Israel was soon to develop strategic ties with both countries, Islam being an important factor. In the case of Turkey, Israel sees the importance of close ties with a leading Muslim state. In the case of India, Israel gains access to India’s 100-million-strong Muslim community even as it cooperates with India against the threat from Muslim Pakistan. Inbar also notes that the survival of Israel’s relationships with Turkey and India despite domestic changes in both countries indicates the “staying power” of the relationships.

America, both at the time of Rabin’s assassination and during the twelve years following that tragic event, has remained Israel’s closest ally. Robert O. Freedman of Johns Hopkins University argues in Chapter 12, “Israel and the United States,” that despite occasional problems, as during Benjamin Netanyahu’s prime ministership and immediately after September 11, 2001, US-ISRAELI relations have remained solid since 1995. In addition to providing $3 billion in military and economic aid to Israel, the United States has strongly backed Israel at the United Nations. Especially under George W. Bush, who strongly denounced Palestinian terrorism, the United States has backed the main Israeli positions in the Arab-Israeli conflict, supporting Israel’s right to retaliate against terrorist attacks from any territory from which it would withdraw, and affirming that a solution to the Palestinian refugee problem had to be found in the new Palestinian state, not in the return of the refugees to Israel, thus preserving Israel as a Jewish state.

Since 1995, Israel has had to confront a number of new strategic challenges. In Chapter 13, “Existential Threats to Israel,” Steven R. David of Johns Hopkins University examines a series of these potential threats. While basically ruling out the threat of attack by neighboring Arab armies and the so-called demographic threat of the Arab population in Israel, he states that Iran is currently the sole existential threat to Israel, especially since its president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, and some of the other top Iranian leaders seem to believe that the destruction of Israel, whatever the cost of a retaliatory Israeli strike, would pave the way for the return of the “Hidden Imam,” and that against such “true believers” normal deterrence doesn’t work.

While Yitzhak Rabin went down in history as the victor of the 1967 War, Ehud Olmert will probably go down in history as the man who did not win the 2006 war with Hizbollah. In Chapter 14, “Israel’s 2006 War with Hizbollah: The Failure of Deterrence,” Elli Lieberman of Baltimore Hebrew University argues that it was not only Olmert who was at fault for the failure to defeat Hizbollah, but also his predecessors, Ehud Barak and Ariel Sharon. Had Barak and Sharon reacted more forcefully to the limited Hizbollah attacks and incursions between 2000 and 2006, Lieberman argues, Hizbollah would never have dared to launch the type of attack it did in July 2006. Given Israel’s  devastating response to that attack, Lieberman asserts, Israel’s deterrence posture has been restored.

In sum, the years since 1995 have been highly eventful ones for the State of Israel, and it is hoped that readers of this book will better appreciate the complexities of Israeli domestic politics and foreign policy after engaging with the varied perspectives of the contributors.
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The Israeli Right

Ilan Peleg

 

 

 

PROMOTING THE IDEA THAT JEWS should return to Eretz Israel (Palestine) in large numbers, the Zionist movement has experienced the emergence of political factions within it from its very inception. But possibly its most important ideological split, a cleavage still existing today within the Israeli society, occurred in 1922. In that year the Zionist movement had begun to witness what might be conceptualized as a fundamental, deep-seated division between a pragmatic-moderate “Left” and an idealist-maximalist “Right.”

The Left or, more accurately the Center Left, included political parties associated with the labor movement in Mandatory Palestine (1917-1948) and with centrist parties (the “bourgeoisie,” or middle class). Its leaders (e.g., Chaim Arlosoroff, David Ben-Gurion, and Chaim Weizmann) believed that the emerging Arab-Jewish conflict over the land, escalating particularly after World War I, could be resolved through territorial partition of the country. The Right, associated with the personality of Vladimir (Ze’ev) Jabotinsky (1880-1940), doubted both the possibility and the desirability of any compromise solution, including partition. This fundamental division has been in existence since the 1920s, although it has changed its form through the years and was, in part, responsible for the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1995.

In studying the Right, this chapter has several functions. The first is to review the history of the Zionist Right and, later (after 1948), the Israeli Right between its inception (in 1922), through the premiership and assassination of Rabin (November 1995) in a poisonous political atmosphere created by the Israeli Right, to the time of writing (mid-2007). Historical insight is essential for understanding the behavior of the contemporary Israeli Right. The chapter’s  second function is to offer a detailed analysis of the fundamental ideology of the Right by pointing to the common features of its factions through several decades, commonalities that have been sustained despite numerous tactical changes (which will be pointed out in the chapter). The third function is to link the history and the ideology of the Right and to explain the overall political behavior of that political camp, especially during the last three decades. The concluding section discusses the capacity of the Right to adjust to new realities while maintaining its ideology.

The overall thesis of this chapter is that while the Right has emerged among Zionists and later Israelis as a fairly coherent ideological camp, since 1965 (that is, even before the Six Day War) it began to lose its ideological purity due to considerations of attaining and then maintaining power and responding to external political pressures. This process was further accelerated, surprisingly, under the leadership of Menahem Begin, following his ascendance to Israel’s premiership (1977). This pragmatic tilt was reflected in the 1978 Camp David Accords. Begin’s successors as the leaders of the Right followed his path for the most part, although some with more vigor than others; while they spoke an ideological language, they often behaved pragmatically. In other words, they adjusted to the realities on the ground. One of them, Ariel Sharon, completely broke ranks with the Right and its ideological commitments by moving ideologically to the center and, equally important, by leaving the Likud and establishing the Kadima Party (2005). At the same time, since the entire Israeli political system moved to the right, in a way that will be explained in the concluding section, the Right had to make relatively modest concessions in terms of its overall ideology. The chapter will try to assess the likely behavior of the Right in the future, as it attempts to maintain its traditional ideological purity in the face of changing political realities.




The Zionist-Israeli Right, 1922-2007

The birth of the Zionist and later the Israeli Right is directly connected to the history of Palestine (Eretz Israel) at the end of World War I and the evolution of conflict between Jews and Arabs in the land. Toward the end of the war, Palestine was conquered by the British army. While the British were committed to the establishment of a “national home for the Jewish People” in Palestine, in the language of the famous Balfour Declaration of November 2, 1917, the Arabs of Palestine and beyond resisted the rule of the new colonial power and, in particular, the implementation of the Balfour Declaration. Riots broke out in Jerusalem in 1920 and continued sporadically throughout most of the period of the British Mandate, leading occasionally to massive violence.

In June 1922, the British government published a document that indicated that the Balfour Declaration would apply only to the area west of the Jordan River, not to “Transjordan,” east of the river. This position was among the most important provisions of what became known as the “Churchill White Paper,” a document in which Winston Churchill, the Secretary of State for the Colonies, sought to clarify the British position on the future of the region.

The diverse reactions of Zionists to the new British policy gave birth to what could be regarded as the Zionist Right and, after 1948, the Israeli Right. The vast majority of leaders of the World Zionist Organization, including the Zionist Executive, accepted the British decision to separate Transjordan from what became the British Mandate of Palestine west of the river. One important Zionist leader, Vladimir Jabotinsky, rejected this proposal and insisted on Jewish control over all of Palestine, east and west of the Jordan River. He adopted a noncompromising, territorialist, maximalist, and militaristic approach to the evolving conflict between Arabs and Jews in the land. Thus was born the Zionist Right, a political camp that still exists.

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, and until his death in 1940, Jabotinsky promoted persistently the demands for Jewish settlement of the East Bank (Transjordan) and the immediate establishment of a Jewish state, positions that most Zionists found unachievable. Since the Zionist leadership adopted a significantly more moderate, gradual, and conciliatory policy toward the Arabs as well as the British, Jabotinsky’s relationships with other leaders, particularly those representing the socialist labor parties, grew more and more strained.

While Jabotinsky’s popularity in Palestine was limited, he was more enthusiastically received in eastern Europe, especially in Poland. His nationalist message resonated with Jews who lived under pressure in a hostile, often anti-Semitic environment. One of Jabotinsky’s Polish disciples was the young Menahem Begin, later his successor as the most prominent leader of the Right.

Jabotinsky acted decisively to develop a distinct rightist identity among the Zionists. In 1925 he established the Revisionist Zionist Organization, emphasizing his demand for revising (thus the name of his organization) the position of the World Zionist Organization. A decade later he completed his public break with the Zionist establishment by forming the New Zionist Organization.

The difference between the ideological Right and the pragmatic Center and Left among the Zionists was reemphasized and put on public display following the Arab revolt of 1936, an eruption of massive violence of the Arabs of Palestine against the British rulers and the Jewish Zionists in the land. While  the majority of Jews and members of the Zionist movement supported negotiation with the Arabs on the basis of the partition plan proposed by Britain’s Peel Commission (1937), Jabotinsky and his followers on the Right rejected partition in principle and argued for exclusive Jewish dominion on both sides of the Jordan River.

Menahem Begin, who came to dominate the Zionist Right following Jabotinsky’s death, represented an even more radical right-wing ideology and action than his master.1 On a number of occasions, Jabotinsky and Begin clashed publicly over important political and ideological matters, Begin invariably representing a more radical position. While Begin received “a solid European-style general education” in the Polish gymnasium he attended, he was exposed to a good deal of anti-Semitism among the students, an important experience in his ideological development.2 When he was sixteen, Begin joined Betar, a Zionist organization committed to intense nationalism, discipline, and military power.3

Begin rose quickly within Betar, eventually becoming the leader of seventy thousand Betarists in Poland. When World War II erupted, he escaped to Vilna. Following imprisonment in the USSR, he was unexpectedly released under an agreement between the Poles and the Russians. He volunteered for the Polish army and was sent to Palestine in May 1942. In December 1943 he was discharged and immediately appointed as the commander of the Irgun Zvai Leumi (National Military Organization).

The IZL was on the far right among Zionists. Its goals were to defeat both the Arabs and the British by armed force. Reflecting the IZL’s and his own philosophy, Begin titled chapter 4 of his book about this period, The Revolt,  “We Fight, Therefore We Are.”4 Reflecting its militant approach, the IZL’s emblem was a raised arm carrying a bayonet-tipped rifle over a map of Palestine in its entirety; the words Rak Kach (“Only Thus”) were superimposed.

The IZL declared a revolt against the British administration in Palestine in early 1944. Its anti-British campaign was designed to destroy the relationship between the colonial power and moderate Jews. The leadership of the Jewish community in Palestine, the Yishuv, was alarmed; IZL’s violent activities jeopardized the sympathy toward Zionism in Western public opinion, particularly in Britain and the United States.

When the war ended, IZL operations became even less restrained. They increasingly resembled the activities of Lehi, a splinter group known for its extreme radicalism.5 While Haganah, the “official” defense force of the Yishuv, acted moderately and with limited political goals—the establishment of a Jewish state in part of Western Palestine—the IZL acted in an extreme manner in order to achieve radical goals: a Jewish state in all of Palestine, on both sides of the Jordan River.

On November 29, 1947, the General Assembly of the United Nations passed the partition resolution, dividing the land between Jews and Arabs. Although the leadership of the Yishuv and the vast majority of Jews all over the world accepted the resolution, the IZL and the Revisionists rejected the initiative. A similar position was taken publicly, when David Ben-Gurion declared the establishment of the state of Israel (May 14, 1948), the IZL swearing to “redeem” the entire land.

Yet, once the war ended, the Right found itself in the parliamentary opposition. Begin and his associates established the Herut (Freedom) Party. The birth of Herut signaled the victory of the military branch of the Revisionist movement over the civilian branch, the militants over the moderates. The platform of Herut was quite radical: a call for territorial expansion, rejection of the borders of the newly established state, and negation of any document designed to reach a compromise, including the November 1947 resolution. Herut alone remained outside the Israeli consensus in regard to the 1949 armistice agreements and borders.

Herut’s radicalism was reflected in its position not only on the territorial issue but also on other matters. The 1952 political crisis in Israel over monetary reparations from Germany was indicative of Herut’s mode of operation. The party organized extraparliamentary, violent opposition, with Begin directing it from above.6

Throughout the 1950s Herut continued to consistently support an activist foreign policy. While within Mapai, Ben-Gurion’s ruling party, there were dovish and hawkish attitudes and even organized ideological camps, Herut was hawkishly univocal. It supported enthusiastically the controversial Reprisal Policy, promoted close military and political alliances with the West (especially with France), and endorsed preventive and expansionist wars.

But the behavior of Herut prevented it from gaining legitimacy within the young democracy, especially during the state’s first ten to fifteen formative years. With the departure of Ben-Gurion from the scene (1963), however, the situation began to change. A political realignment occurred. In early 1965 Herut and the Liberal Party established GAHAL, an acronym for “Herut-Liberal Bloc.” It was a political victory for Begin since it signaled that the respectable middle class (that is, the Liberal Party) was ready to cooperate with his ultranationalist party, as a counterbalance to the left-of-center, ruling  Ma’arach (“Alignment”).

While GAHAL lost badly the 1965 election, by starting to build political bridges to other, more moderate parties Herut was successful in blurring its own controversial image without actually giving up its long-held ideological positions. Begin remained an expansionist, annexationist zealot until the 1967 War.7

The 1967 conflict not only changed the entire balance of power in the Middle East, but it also gave the Israeli Right a new lease on life, an opportunity to become a politically relevant and eventually dominant political power within Israel. A process that might be called Herutization occurred, a process in which the moderate, liberal elements in GAHAL and beyond succumbed to the nationalist language and policy of the hard-core Right. The change was already reflected in the 1969 GAHAL electoral platform. It stated bluntly, “We will maintain the integrity of the land; Eretz Israel will never be divided again.”

By the time the 1969 document was written, Begin was already an accepted member of the country’s political establishment. The acute political crisis in Israel prior to the 1967 War had brought him into the government of national unity. While a member of the Levi Eshkol and Golda Meir governments, Begin created an image of moderation and reasonableness, although his position grew increasingly hawkish. Thus, he protested the official meetings of Israelis with UN mediator Gunnar Jarring8 and argued for setting up Jewish quarters in Arab cities of the West Bank. When the Meir government decided to accept an American diplomatic initiative calling for Arab-Israeli discussions through Ambassador Jarring, Begin and his party left the government.

Out of power and in opposition again, the Right organized itself once more, this time under the banner of Likud. Interestingly, the political program of the new body was a carbon copy of Herut’s traditional ideological perspective. It declared that the Jewish people had an inalienable right to all of biblical Palestine and that the Likud would not accept any Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank. The message of the new political alliance was simple: “Not an inch!”9

In 1977 the Likud won, unexpectedly, the Israeli election, ending more than half a century of political dominance by the labor parties. Low-income, blue-collar Israelis and Jews of non-European descent voted overwhelmingly for Likud. The election reflected the move of the Israeli Jewish public to the right as a result of the traumatic wars of 1967 and 1973. While most Likud voters might never have heard of Jabotinsky, by voting for Begin, they gave him an opportunity to implement the master’s vision. Likud’s 1977 electoral platform stated categorically that “Judaea and Samaria shall not be relinquished to foreign rule” and that “between the sea and the Jordan there will be Jewish sovereignty alone.” This position closed the door not only on a Palestinian state but also on the return of the West Bank to Jordan. Yet it left the door open to some sort of nominal autonomy for the West Bank Palestinians.

As prime minister of Israel, Begin implemented faithfully the ideology of the Right, including the Likud, although he had to adjust it to external pressures. The cornerstone of that policy was the effort to maintain Israel’s control over the West Bank and Gaza. Begin’s positions before, during, and following the famous Camp David conference (September 1978) and his attitudes toward Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon form a comprehensible, logical whole only if interpreted within the fundamentalist ideological context within which he operated.

Begin’s policies can clearly be divided into two periods. In the first, that of  moderation (1977-1979), he carried out what some have perceived as “peace diplomacy,” agreeing to Israeli withdrawal from the entire Sinai Peninsula and pursuing negotiations over the future of the West Bank and Gaza. During this period he adjusted his traditional ideological positions by agreeing, for example, to the concept of territorial withdrawal, possible autonomy for the inhabitants of the West Bank,10 recognition of the “legitimate rights” of the Palestinian people (at the Camp David Accords), and so forth. In the second period, that of radicalization (1980-1983), a new policy emerged; it included efforts to guarantee that negotiations on Palestinian autonomy would fail and, eventually, ordering a full-fledged invasion of Lebanon.

Begin’s policy in the first period led to the radicalization of the second period. “He managed the autonomy talks so that nothing could be possibly achieved,” said one observer.11 Other analysts knew, even at the time, that Begin was offering “false autonomy”12 and that, above all, he wanted to “kill” the autonomy talks.13 Even Begin’s big concession to the Egyptians—Israeli withdrawal from the entire Sinai Peninsula—could be understood only as part of his larger, ideologically determined plan; “He was giving up the Sinai to protect himself against any eventual concession in the West Bank,” testified Begin’s first defense minister.14 As predicted, the autonomy talks eventually collapsed and the government’s annexationist policies through massive settlement continued unabated.

The settlement effort by the Likud government was highly successful in numerical terms. During Begin’s tenure as prime minister, the number of settlements increased from 24 to 106, and the number of settlers from 3,200 persons to 28,400.15 Yet, from a political perspective, the settlement effort was a failure. Rather than breaking the resistance of the local population to the occupation, it increased it. Moreover, the cause of the Palestinians, especially their claim to an independent state in the West Bank and Gaza, generated increased worldwide support. Much of this support came from the center of PLO (Palestine Liberation Organization) activity in Lebanon. The realization of this fact led the Begin government into its greatest blunder, the 1982 Lebanon war.

The war in Lebanon was an outgrowth of the political thinking of the Right, particularly since 1967 but in many ways since 1922. The assumption of the Right has always been that there is a place for one and only one sovereignty in  Eretz Israel, and that this sovereignty must be Jewish. Therefore, it was concluded, no real compromise, territorial or otherwise, was possible or even desirable. When the resistance to Israel’s occupation persisted, Likud leaders thought that the only way to deal with it was to crush it, and that the way to crush it was to defeat the PLO in Lebanon.

The results of the Lebanon war were, however, disastrous. While the PLO was forced out of Lebanon, it was not defeated or, more important, perceived as having been defeated. In fact, its prestige grew. The war generated strong anti-Israeli feelings in Lebanon, affecting Israeli-Lebanese relations negatively even a quarter of a century later. The conflict damaged Israel’s image in the world and polarized the Israeli public as never before. These one-sided consequences led eventually to Begin’s sudden resignation and complete withdrawal from public life in 1983.

Menahem Begin was succeeded in office by his foreign minister, Yitzhak Shamir, a former leader of Lehi, the radical underground in Mandatory Palestine. The Lebanese debacle and the establishment of a Likud-Labor National Unity government in 1984 marked a hiatus in the power of the Right, although the settlement effort continued unabated. Moreover, in 1988 the Likud returned to power as the leading partner in the coalition. The Shamir government intensified the settlement policy, thus antagonizing Israel’s chief international supporter, the United States, as well as significant segments of the Israeli public. Shamir refused even to consider an Israeli withdrawal from Gaza, a highly popular idea among the vast majority of Israelis.16 No wonder that in the June 1992 election Likud under Shamir was defeated by the more pragmatic Labor under Yitzhak Rabin.

Yet it is essential to realize that even in decline, the Likud maintained its ideological purity. Its leaders saw the defeat as merely a temporary retreat, and they did not have any intention of bowing to either international pressures or internal demands for moving away from the idea of Greater Israel. Even the Intifada, the Arab popular rebellion against the occupation that erupted in December 1997, did not change the mind of the Likud leadership.

Following Shamir’s defeat, the Likud chose Benjamin Netanyahu as its new leader. With Netanyahu’s biographical background—he was raised in a Revisionist home—and known ideological positions, his elevation to the top leadership was an act of reviving the Revisionist legacy, not abandoning it.17

The Israeli-Palestinian agreement of September 1993—the Oslo Accord negotiated by the Labor government—was a massive blow to the Right and especially to the Likud and its newly elected leader. The Palestinians were recognized as a party to the conflict, they were promised some control over the occupied territories, and, more important, the clear although unstated implication of Oslo was that a Palestinian state ought to be established, side by side  and in peace with Israel. Netanyahu and his associates in Likud’s leadership attacked the agreement in the harshest possible words. In an op-ed in the New York Times entitled “Peace in Our Time?”—typically unable to avoid the Right’s habitual Holocaust fixation—Netanyahu argued that Israel needed the West Bank for defensive purposes.18

Despite the endorsement of Oslo by the Israeli Knesset and the vast majority of the people, Netanyahu and the Israeli Right continued to vehemently oppose the deal. Some groups and individuals on the far right, often with the tacit encouragement of the more moderate elements within Likud, including Netanyahu himself, demonized Rabin personally. Nonetheless, when Israel signed its peace treaty with Jordan in 1994, the Right finally gave up its hope to control both sides of the Jordan.

The November 4, 1995, assassination of Rabin, committed by a right-wing religious fanatic in a political atmosphere poisoned by the Right, generated a few immediate benefits for the Israeli Right. Shimon Peres, who succeeded Rabin, had a lot less credibility than the assassinated prime minister. The assassination resulted in an early election, enabling the Likud under Netanyahu to return to power.

Netanyahu was committed to the ideological program of the Right despite the increasingly difficult circumstances confronting him, particularly the growing international commitment to and expectation of an independent Palestinian state. At the same time, the Likud prime minister understood that he would be able to achieve his goals only via different and more sophisticated tactics than his predecessors, Begin and Shamir. Therefore, when some analysts called the 1996 Israeli elections “post-ideological,”19 it was clearly a misnomer. While he often projected a shifting and unprincipled image, Netanyahu was consistently loyal to the traditional right-wing ideology. Although Netanyahu deviated on occasion from the Right’s ideology—as had Begin and Shamir—these deviations were merely tactical in nature. They were circumstantial retreats designed to maintain the Right’s ideology and policy, not to undermine them.

It is clear that had Netanyahu been committed to Oslo or even an improved Oslo, as he eventually said he was (but only after Rabin’s assassination), he could have pushed the peace process forward. All indications are, however, that he decided from the start to slow down the peace process if not kill it altogether. “Netanyahu’s first 100 days undermined the accumulated benefits of [Israeli-Palestinian] partnership built up since the summer of 1993,” noted one observer.20 The prime minister’s refusal to meet Yasser Arafat for months after his election, his approval of a few controversial projects (e.g., the Jerusalem tunnel, the Har Homa housing project, and the expansion of West Bank settlements), and his humiliating proposals to the Palestinians indicated  a systematic strategy to prevent Oslo from developing into a comprehensive negotiated settlement.

In terms of the competing value systems within the Israeli body politic, it is clear that with the return of Netanyahu to power and throughout his administration (1996-1999), territorial expansion became once again more important than strengthening the state’s Jewishness by withdrawal from Arab-inhabited territories. Although many observers interpreted the prime minister’s behavior as mostly incompetent,21 it was for the most part consistent with his overall political philosophy, as well as his general political strategy. While Netanyahu’s actions were counterproductive in terms of promoting a peace process based on a two-state solution, they were entirely compatible with the Right’s traditional commitment to exclusive Jewish control over Eretz Israel.

In some ways, Netanyahu’s diplomacy could be defended as rational from the perspective of his ideological convictions. While he opposed the Oslo process from the beginning, Netanyahu could not have come out against this crucial development directly and publicly. A direct assault on Oslo would have been costly, both internally and even more so internationally.

While Netanyahu was frequently inconsistent on a tactical level, he was much more consistent on the strategic level. The signs of tactical inconsistency were many (for example, his shifting position on the Oslo Accord), but so was his commitment to slowing down the Oslo process and minimizing the chances of its leading to the establishment of an independent Palestinian state. What observers viewed as Netanyahu’s “tricks”22 were compatible with the prime minister’s long-held ideological positions.

It is relatively easy to argue that in terms of Israel’s international standing Netanyahu’s policies damaged the country’s long-term interests. First, the peace process came to an almost complete halt,23 and consequently, Israeli-Palestinian relations returned to their old full-blown hostility. Second, the “intimate strategic coordination” with the United States, clearly on display during the administration of President Bill Clinton and Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, disappeared under Netanyahu.24 Third, relationships with the moderate Arab states, especially Egypt and Jordan, quickly deteriorated once Netanyahu assumed power.

From the perspective of domestic Israeli politics, however, Netanyahu’s policy on the peace process—endless negotiations without results—proved highly successful, especially from the perspective of the prime minister himself. Netanyahu was successful in maintaining the delicate balance between his own nationalist Right (the Likud), the radical Right (parties such as the National Religious Party and Tsomet), and what some observers saw as the “soft  Right,” the mélange of ultra-Orthodox Jews and secular immigrants from the former Soviet Union.25

It is interesting to note that the right-wing government of Netanyahu collapsed eventually (1999) for the same reasons that the Begin government had collapsed in 1983 and that the Shamir government had collapsed in 1992. In all three cases, unrealistic, ideologically driven foreign policy met external pressures that were translated into internal pressures, resulting in the loss of confidence by the Israeli electorate. The right-wing governments that pursued this unrealistic foreign policy could not withstand these pressures. In the case of Netanyahu, he lost the 1999 election to Ehud Barak of Labor by an unprecedented margin.

While in opposition, the Likud chose Ariel Sharon as its leader. Sharon was an interesting and somewhat surprising choice as the leader of the Israeli Right, possibly (although not necessarily) reflecting long-term changes in that camp. Sharon had been raised in a home of Laborites; thus he was the first recognized leader of the Right who did not have a Revisionist background, with its commitment to Greater Israel and maximal territorial expansion. On the other hand, Ariel Sharon had impressive credentials of his own as a long-time leader on the Right. As an officer in the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) he had led Unit 101, the spearhead of the young country’s reprisal policy in the 1950s. He had then served with distinction as high-ranking officer in both the 1967 and the 1973 wars. Most important, once Sharon left the IDF, having been passed over as chief of staff, he had engineered the establishment of the Likud, the broad right-wing coalition on which Menahem Begin eventually rode to power.

As minister within several Israeli governments, Sharon had pushed as hard as he could for the expansion of Israeli settlements in the occupied territories. He became known as the “grandfather” of the settlements. Moreover, when he became minister of defense in Begin’s second government (1981), he prepared the IDF and in effect led it to the war in Lebanon (June 1982). So seventeen years later, when he became the leader of Likud and thereby the leader of the entire Israeli Right, Sharon had the image of a committed hawk and a supporter of the vast Israeli settlement project in the territories taken in the 1967 conflict.

While in opposition, Sharon was critical of Prime Minister Ehud Barak’s peace policy. When this policy was on the verge of failing, following the unsuccessful Camp David II conference (July 2000), Sharon, always a great military and political tactician, decided to give it a push that turned out to be a serious body blow. Sharon used the rumors about significant concessions by Barak on the issue of eventual control over the Temple Mount to engineer his  own visit to the holy site. His visit to the sensitive area on September 28, 2000, accompanied by a large number of Israeli security men, contributed markedly to the deterioration of the already tense Israeli-Palestinian relationship and led in part to the Second, or al-Aqsa, Intifada.

The disintegration of the Barak government in late 2000 led to the elections of 2001. Sharon defeated Barak easily, returning the Likud to control over the Israeli government. He was reelected, with a huge majority, in 2003. Many observers thought that the rise of Ariel Sharon signaled the victory of the Right and its domination over the political process and especially foreign policy for many years to come. But Sharon moved the government to the center of the political map, and the support of the American administration facilitated this move. Sharon indicated as early as 2002 that he supported a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. His support for building a “defense fence” began the practical demarcation of a future borderline between Israel and a future Palestinian entity. Along the same line, it is interesting that Sharon, despite his right-wing, hawkish credentials and almost uninhibited support for the settlement effort, decided to withdraw all IDF forces and remove all Israeli settlements from the Gaza Strip, and also to remove four settlements from the northern West Bank.

This move, although unilateral in nature and without negotiations with the Palestinian Authority, might have reflected new realism on the part of the Right, although not the far Right and especially the religious elements within it. In moving toward a new political position, Sharon stated publicly that annexation was not in Israel’s best interests. More important, he put himself in political and even physical danger in initiating the evacuation. Equally interesting, the vast majority of Israelis accepted and supported the evacuation, and the opposition was much weaker than expected. Maybe most relevant, Sharon withdrew from the Likud and established a new party, Kadima, arguing that many in Likud were simply not ready for the necessary concessions. The new party had a decidedly centrist face, and it included even some well-known left-of-center Labor politicians, such as Shimon Peres, Haim Ramon, and Dalia Itzik. Its establishment meant a fundamental realignment of the Israeli political system. Kadima signified the erosion of the traditional Left-Right division within the Israeli body politic.26

A brief time after the Hitmatkut, or the Israeli unilateral disengagement from Gaza in August 2005, Sharon suffered a major stroke. His political career came to an abrupt end. This event facilitated the ascendance to leadership of Ehud Olmert, a politician who had been raised in a Revisionist home but had become closely identified with what was generally perceived as the increasing moderation of the Right. It is interesting that despite his different background, Olmert’s ideological convictions have been identical to those of his predecessor as prime minister, Ariel Sharon.

At the same time, it is equally important that the Likud did not cease to exist with the formation of Kadima under Ariel Sharon and Ehud Olmert. The party was taken over by its previous leader, Benjamin Netanyahu. In the March 28, 2006, election, however, Kadima and Labor, both committed to withdrawal from at least some of the occupied territories, won the plurality of seats in the Knesset, while Netanyahu’s Likud sank to twelve seats, the lowest in its history.

Nevertheless, as will be explained in the final section of this chapter, it is important not to overinterpret the results of the 2006 elections as a sign of long-term moderation and the withering away of the hard-core Right. Since these elections, the government, now under the leadership of Prime Minister Ehud Olmert (Likud) and Defense Minister Amir Peretz (later replaced by Ehud Barak), got involved in the ill-fated, badly planned, and disastrously executed Lebanon war of 2006. The Lebanese entanglement, along with the victory of Hamas among the Palestinians, the rising Iranian threat, and the almost universal feeling in Israel that “there is no one to negotiate with,” might still enable the traditional Right to recapture the Israeli government.




The Ideological Foundations of the Right

The long history of the Zionist Right and, after 1948, the Israeli Right raises several fundamental questions. In what ways is it useful to speak about the “Right” as a political camp? If it is a “camp,” is there an identifiable, common ideology shared by its different organizations, groups, parties, and individuals? And more specifically, what are the ideological elements characterizing the ideology of the Right and how do they relate to its politics and policies? This section deals with those questions.

Some analysts believe that using the Right-Left continuum for the analysis of any political system is merely “a useful shorthand . . . to understand and order the political scene.”27 This sort of use of the designations “Right” and “Left” might help the analyst to position a political party or a person in relation to another party or person. It is relative in nature.

On the other hand, one might use the notion of Right and Left to designate the contents or substance of a position taken by a political party or an individual. As an absolute concept of this sort, the Right-Left continuum is more complicated and problematic, yet more promising than its relativistic counterpart. The absolutist concept focuses attention on the role of substantive political ideology within the political system. A political ideology is a belief  system that presents a set of normative goals and identifies the means of achieving them.

This analysis is applicable to Israel in several ways. First, it has been argued by many (although their number has decreased substantially over the last few years) that Israelis are evenly divided between “Right” and “Left,” particularly on the territorial issue and the future of the West Bank and Gaza. Such an argument is based on the assumption that one can intelligently and usefully place Israelis along a Right-Left continuum. Second, it has been suggested that Israel has drifted to the right since 1967. Such an observation indicates that analysts are capable of determining the ideological direction toward which the country has moved. Asher Arian believes that both arguments are borne out by the data, and his position validates the usefulness of the Left-Right conceptualization.28

The argument promoted in this chapter in regard to the Zionist and Israeli Right reflects both a relativist and absolutist perspective. In terms of substance, the Right has exhibited since 1922 a nationalist position with several elements (to be explored below). At the same time, the Right’s position has not been by any means entirely fixed and totally stable. In looking at the Right through a relativistic lens, emphasis will be put on how right-wing parties and leaders have tended to adjust their positions in response to the positions of others in the political system and beyond (e.g., changes in the international situation). In an analysis of the absolutist nature of the Right’s position, attention will be directed toward the fixed nature of the Right’s ideology, its continuous substance. The interplay between the two will be emphasized in the third section of this chapter.

The Zionist and Israeli Right has taken several ideological positions that will be explored in this section:1. Demanding maximal territorial expansion
2. Negating the outside, non-Jewish world as fundamentally hostile to Israel
3. Viewing the power of the nation as a measure of all things, a supreme value
4. Emphasizing military power as the sole instrument in the relations between nations
5. Dehumanizing Israel’s opponents by using powerful historical references
6. Identifying internal Jewish adversaries as unpatriotic traitors


 

This six-part ideological framework made possible the revolution of 1977, that is, the ascendance of the Right as Israel’s majority camp. Moreover, it gave  the policies that followed when Likud was in power a measure of coherence and consistency.

While on some ideological issues the Right’s position has not been entirely consistent, not clearly always distinguishable from that of more centrist elements within the Zionist movement and the Israeli Jewish public, in regard to maximal territorial expansion the Right has demonstrated remarkable consistency for more than eighty years after its emergence in 1922. The founding father of the secular Right, Ze’ev Jabotinsky, demanded that every new member of the Revisionist movement take a formal vow to support the principle of shlemut ha’moledet (“Greater Israel”), that is, the right of the Jewish people to Eretz Israel in its entirety (on both sides of the Jordan River). Begin continued to insist on the idea, although the establishment of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, its annexation of the West Bank, and the demarcation of the Israeli-Jordanian armistice lines seemed to have made this notion irrelevant. The occupation of the West Bank and Gaza in 1967 renewed and energized the Right’s territorial appetite; GAHAL and then Likud were among the strongest supporters of the incorporation of the West Bank into Israel. Their leaders, Begin, Shamir, and Netanyahu, were guided by the “territorial imperative,”29 trying to keep as much land as possible under Israel’s control.

People unaware of the strength of the Right’s territorial position have often misinterpreted tactical withdrawals as strategic transformation on the part of this camp. When Begin, for example, recognized at Camp David “the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people” (September 1978), some saw this recognition as a fundamental change in the Right’s historic stance on the territorial issue. Such a reading of the phrase was detached, however, from the relevant ideological as well as political context. An opposite reading would have been more accurate. Begin tried at Camp David to get the tacit agreement of the United States and Egypt to an Israeli annexation of the West Bank and Gaza in return for the Sinai. He was coerced into an acceptance of a phrase that he was vehemently opposed to.30 At Camp David, as in other situations, Begin was ready to offer the Palestinians merely autonomy; Shamir’s and Netanyahu’s positions were virtually the same. That fundamental territorial position on the part of the Right has been incompatible with a peaceful settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict. While other right-wing leaders began deviating from this orthodoxy, Sharon was the first to break away from it fundamentally.

On the part of many, although interestingly not all, Revisionists, there has been a tendency to negate the outside, non-Jewish world, and to view it as inherently hostile to Israel. Jabotinsky, the founding father of the Zionist Right, believed that the Zionist movement could greatly benefit from the support of  non-Jews; in this respect he followed in the footsteps of Theodore Herzl, sharing with him a cosmopolitan attitude. Begin and Shamir, on the other hand, represented a different, neo-Revisionist (rather than Revisionist) attitude to the outside world.31 These leaders of the post-Holocaust Right viewed the world as thoroughly anti-Jewish. Their assumption was that Israel could rely only on itself and on the Jewish communities around the world. Netanyahu fell somewhere in the middle. He argued, and possibly believed, that the world applies stricter standards of behavior to Israel than to other countries when it comes to human rights violations in the territories,32 and on occasion he hinted that fundamental anti-Semitism was at the basis of criticism of Israel. 33

The negation of the outside world has often been applied by the Right to the Arabs and others whom many have described as latter-day anti-Semites. The continuous Arab-Israel dispute has added to the deep sense of mistrust toward the world that dominates the Right’s worldview. Since 1967 in particular, the sympathy of many to the Palestinian cause has been interpreted by the Right as simply an extension of the historic hostility of the world toward the Jews. As the most important leader of the Right, Menahem Begin frequently accused his non-Jewish critics of anti-Semitism. Thus, for example, in an October 1980 speech in the Knesset, Begin charged the French government of creating an atmosphere conducive to anti-Semitism by condemning Israeli policies.34 This type of interpretation has emerged as the standard defense of the controversial policies of the Right over the last thirty years.

Above all else, the Israeli Right has been committed to the power and greatness of the nation. This power has been the measure of all things, a supreme value. While the labor movement among the Zionists and later Israelis has dreamed of the emergence of a model society, egalitarian and progressive, for the Revisionists and the Right in general the dream has been not merely survival but power and greatness. They have wanted to move from a condition of total insecurity to one of total security. Under neo-Revisionism, particularly in the post-Holocaust era, the dream of national greatness grew to enormous, abnormal proportions. Neo-Revisionism went through “a rapid transition from inferiority to overcompensation,” a phenomenon known also among individuals. 35 Starting from the recognition of Jewish inferiority and dependence, the Right developed a dream of Jewish superiority, political grandeur, and total domination of others.36 Jabotinsky’s original message of national power, redemption, and greatness was further strengthened by the legacy of the Holocaust.

In many ways, the Israeli Right has carried out the Zionist dream to its extreme. Although Zionism was an activist ideology, its nationalist activism was most often restrained by practical considerations, such as the necessity of obtaining international support, and by cosmopolitan, Western, and humanitarian values. In the case of the Right, national power and greatness have dominated over values such as democracy and equality.

Among supporters of the Right, military power has always had a central place in conducting the relations between nations. Already, Jabotinsky was an unabashed militarist. He introduced to the public debate among Zionists the notion of the “Iron Wall,” the use of force to convince the Arabs that they would never be able to defeat the Jews.37 His writings reflect the colonial character of his era, as well as Machiavellian thinking. No wonder that the hero of his major novel is Samson, a military leader.38 One of Jabotinsky’s greatest achievements was establishing Jewish units in World War I.39

Begin was even more blatantly militaristic than Jabotinsky; early in his public career he demanded to shift from political to military operations against military and civilian targets despite the Yishuv’s policy of restraint (havlaga). When Begin served as Israel’s prime minister he initiated the ill-fated 1982 Lebanon War. The Netanyahu approach to international relations was similar to that of his predecessors as leaders of the Right, Begin and Jabotinsky. In his 1993 book, chapter 7 is entitled “The Wall,” an allusion to an article with this title written by Jabotinsky decades before. For Netanyahu, as for Jabotinsky and Begin, peace was not a function of mutual acceptance and recognition; it was the result of deterrence and domination.

In promoting ultranationalist ideology, the Right has tended to dehumanize Israel’s opponents, often by using powerful historical analogies. In doing so, most right-wingers closed off any possibility of Jewish-Arab reconciliation. Jabotinsky himself saw the Arabs of Palestine as backward people who must be defeated by the force of arms.40 For Menahem Begin the Arabs were the latter-day bearers of the old anti-Semitic germ; he never saw them as an authentic indigenous population. Many people on the Right have referred to the Arabs as “Amalek,” the hostile nation that God commanded the Israelites to annihilate. Netanyahu typically borrowed from both his predecessors. Like Begin, he refused to recognize “the force, authenticity, let alone legitimacy of Palestinian Arab nationalism.”41 Like Jabotinsky, he saw only power, in its military form, as the single important factor determining Jewish-Arab relations. As for the Palestinian problem, Netanyahu argued that Palestinians had no justified claim on the land,42 thus negating their case entirely.

Finally, the Right has shown a systematic tendency to describe its domestic political adversaries as unpatriotic traitors, disloyal to the nation, sympathizers with Israel’s enemies, and so forth. Since for the Right the nationalist program is of supreme value, effective opposition to it is likely to lead to severe criticism, actual sanctions, and even violence.




Political Adjustment and Its Limits

The Zionist Right has been a highly ideological movement from the very beginning. It split from the rest of the Zionist movement over an ideological issue: how extensive the future Jewish state should be and, in effect, whether a compromise with the Arab inhabitants of Palestine was possible and desirable. While the Right has shown a limited inclination to compromise on its ideology while in opposition, both before and after the establishment of the state of Israel, when it finally ascended to power in 1977 reality frequently forced it to deviate from its pure and often radical ideological positions. These deviations, however, were usually tactical, designed to take the Right out of one “tight spot” or another. These deviations rarely amounted to real fundamental change in the Right’s long-held ideological positions. The history and ideology of the Right reviewed in the first two sections of this chapter assist us in evaluating the Right’s capacity to adjust its positions.

Prior to the establishment of the state, the Right, which was in permanent opposition to the Labor-dominated majority in the Jewish community (the Yishuv) under the British Mandate, rarely deviated from its ideological positions. Its capacity as well as motivation for political adjustment was minimal or entirely nonexistent. Thus, it never even entertained the possibility of changing its stand on the territorial issue and stuck to its maximalist position during the most important, critical junctures. This was particularly clear in relation to the Right’s reaction to the Peel proposal (1937) and the United Nations proposal (1947-1948) for partitioning Palestine: It rejected both, mirroring the position of most Arabs but deviating from the position of most Jews.43

During Israel’s formative years, the Right, under the authoritarian leadership of Menahem Begin, continued to exhibit pure ideological positions on all issues. Thus, while almost all Israelis recognized the status of the 1949 armistice lines as Israel’s final borders, Herut continued to believe and argue that both the Jordanian-annexed West Bank and the Hashemite kingdom of Jordan (that is, the East Bank) belonged to Israel.44 The Right behaved ideologically on a variety of other issues, including an enthusiastic rejection of the 1952 German reparations,45 Ben-Gurion’s reprisal policy,46 the Kastner trial,47  and the development of close relationships with Western countries.

While in the mid-1960s the Right began to move to the center organizationally by establishing coalitions with others and attempting to broaden its base of support, there was little indication of any truly meaningful ideological change in this camp prior to the 1967 War. Thus, the hard-core Right, Herut under Begin, gained rehabilitation and legitimacy while avoiding an ideological cost of any significance. Moreover, following that eventful war, the Right,  first under the banner of GAHAL and eventually under the banner of Likud, clearly placed itself among those arguing for eventual annexation of the occupied territories by Israel.

The real test for the capacity of the Right to adjust ideologically came with the ascendancy of Menahem Begin to power (May 1977). While Begin’s immediate reaction indicated a continuation of the traditional ideology—he promised many more settlements and went to pray at the Wailing (Western) Wall—it soon became clear that the newly elected prime minister would need at least to adjust his tactics, if not to abandon his ideological goals, if he wanted to achieve his main political objectives. Many who hoped for or feared an immediate declaration on annexation of the West Bank (“Judea and Samaria” to Begin) and Gaza found out that Begin did not intend to act unilaterally or hastily on that important issue.48 Even more surprising to many, the Begin government actively sought peace with Egypt and eventually got it in return for complete withdrawal from the Sinai Peninsula.

The decision to return the Sinai to Egypt ought to be looked upon, despite its enormity, as the classic example of a tactical withdrawal designed to secure important ideological and political goals. What was important to Begin was  shlemut ha’aretz, Greater Israel. The Sinai Peninsula was never part of Eretz Israel as envisioned by the Revisionists and their leader, Ze’ev Jabotinsky. Moreover, Begin believed, justifiably as it turned out, that by returning the Sinai to Egypt he would neutralize that most powerful of all Arab countries and secure Israel’s hold on the West Bank and Gaza, both parts of biblical Eretz Israel. The pressure from the United States to settle the Palestinian issue—that is, to withdraw from the West Bank—gave Begin added incentive to reach this momentous—yet, from his perspective, tactical—arrangement with Anwar Sadat.

Dealing with the Palestinian issue was inherently more difficult for the leader of the Right. His ultimate goal, the center of his ideological being, was the annexation of the West Bank and Gaza. Noting that the areas were solidly Arab in population, he acted vigorously to add as many Jews as possible to the territories. He also offered limited, personal autonomy to the Arab inhabitants of these areas. Under enormous pressure at the Camp David conference in September 1978 to make concessions on the Palestinian issue, Begin agreed to sign an agreement that recognized the “legitimate rights and just requirements of the Palestinian people.” Yet, while most of the international community thought that this meant self-determination and, eventually, statehood—as recognized by the UN’s 1947 partition resolution—Begin believed that his proposal for limited, personal autonomy was compatible with it.

The final proof of Begin’s real ideological goals and his inherent inability to compromise on them was given when he authorized the 1982 invasion of  Lebanon. While the war was presented to the public, the Knesset, and even the cabinet as a limited operation, in fact it had far-reaching goals.49 Begin and his associates in the right-wing government believed that by defeating the PLO in Lebanon they would be able to subdue the Palestinians in the occupied territories and convince them to quietly accept Israel’s annexation.

The ideological tenacity of Begin was equally exhibited by his successor, Yitzhak Shamir. While Shamir was forced to share power with Labor following the 1984 election, he did everything he could to prevent changes in the status of the West Bank. Encouraging intense Israeli settlement in the area, he hoped to eventually annex it. Diplomatic opportunities were purposely ignored. Thus, following the eruption of the intifada, in late 1987, Labor made intense efforts, inspired by fear of Palestinian claims on the West Bank, to return the area to Jordanian control. Shamir, as Israel’s prime minister, successfully blocked this initiative. Even when urged to withdraw from the Gaza Strip and thus possibly avoid defeat in the 1992 election, Shamir steadfastly refused.

The Likud return to opposition following the 1992 election revealed again the difficulty of the Right in adjusting to the new realities as reflected in the ballot box. The election of Netanyahu as Likud’s leader indicated that the tough line on ideological matters would be maintained. The young leader vigorously criticized the Rabin government for the Oslo Accords (September 1993), comparing it to the sacrifice of Czechoslovakia in 1938. While some analysts argued that the Oslo agreements blurred the distinction between the two main political parties50—Labor and Likud—this argument is true in only a relative and limited way. The prime minister himself became a target of virtually unrestrained political attacks by the most important leaders of the Right, including Netanyahu. Only following the Rabin assassination was Netanyahu willing to accept Oslo, and his “acceptance” was, for the most part, a formality.

Netanyahu’s prime ministership (1996-1999) reveals the Right’s readjustment dilemma in all of its complexity. On the one hand, Netanyahu found himself under enormous pressure to move forward with negotiations on further withdrawals and thus eventual Palestinian independence (as promised in the Oslo Accords). This pressure came from the international community, including the United States, as well as the Israeli public and the Palestinians. Through a long series of maneuvers Netanyahu succeeded in avoiding large-scale withdrawals, although minor redeployments—that is, tactical retreats—were inevitable. Equally important, Netanyahu’s behavior indicated that he wanted to avoid at all costs a final deal on the West Bank and Gaza. Nevertheless, following the Israeli-Jordanian peace treaty of 1994, Netanyahu had given up Jabotinsky’s claim to the “East Bank” (Jordan).

Ironically, despite his ultimate commitment to the Right’s ideology, which many observers did not appreciate, when Netanyahu signed the Wye Plantation agreement in 1998, his fate was sealed. Many in the hardened Right saw Netanyahu as a traitor to the cause. The Likud was soundly defeated in the elections that followed.

Likud’s return to opposition, for the second time in seven years, gave yet another opportunity to observe its behavior when out of power. At this time it was led by Ariel Sharon, a retired hawkish general with a reputation for tactical brilliance, strategic errors, and relatively weak ideological convictions. While Sharon was critical of Prime Minister Barak’s initiatives, the opportunity to topple the Labor government did not materialize until it was evident that the Second Intifada was under way.

Under these circumstances, Sharon did not have much difficulty in beating Barak soundly. Thus, Likud returned to power, although under a new prime minister who did not have the pedigree of his three Likud predecessors, Begin, Shamir, and Netanyahu. It is interesting that without this ideological baggage, Sharon was able to deviate on a number of critical issues from the traditional Likud positions. Thus, he adopted the idea of erecting a barrier between the West Bank and Israel, despite the opposition of some ideological hawks within his own party, who saw this act as an implicit territorial division of the West Bank. But then, in 2002, Sharon said clearly and openly that he supported Israeli withdrawal from parts of the West Bank and Gaza because it was in the best interest of the country. Finally, while refusing to talk to Arafat, Sharon decided in 2005 to initiate and implement a unilateral Israeli withdrawal from the entire Gaza Strip and from four settlements in the northern West Bank. To implement this plan, the decisive prime minister left the Likud and established a new, centrist party (Kadima).

Following Sharon’s massive stroke, his deputy, Ehud Olmert, rose to power. While Olmert had a pedigree similar to Netanyahu’s, he appeared loyal to the legacy of the stricken premier. On March 28, 2006, Israelis voted for the seventeenth Knesset. Kadima and Labor got the most votes, while Likud under Benjamin Netanyahu was decisively defeated. Although many thought that “the resounding defeat of the Likud and the Right in favor of the ‘center’ confirmed a shift in political culture away from the Greater Israel ideology and permanent preemptive war against terrorism,”51 it is unclear that the Right was truly defeated in the long run. Thus, before being able to initiate new withdrawals from additional parts of the West Bank, Prime Minister Olmert allowed Israel to be dragged into a second large war in Lebanon. His agenda for further withdrawals was thus disrupted, and equivalently, new opportunities for the Right were opened.

In a look at contemporary Israel from a larger, longer-term perspective, it seems that in many ways the philosophy of the Israeli Right has been on the decline. It is clear that the international community as a whole is opposed to the annexation of the West Bank and that, given the demographic realities, Israel does not have sufficient political, economic, and military resources to effect such a fundamental territorial change on its own.

On the other hand, at the time of this writing, many of the characteristic psychological and ideological components of traditional right-wing thinking seem to have penetrated the Israeli political system as a whole; these components might even dominate today’s system. Thus, in contemporary Israel there seems to be a set of assumptions that have traditionally governed the attitude of the Right. First, there is a deep sense of pessimism as to the possibility of any agreement with the Arabs, including the Palestinians. Second, the idea of a negotiated settlement, achieved via direct talks between the parties, has been marginalized since the ascendance of Hamas. Third, there is an almost reflexive reliance on military power, as demonstrated by the Second Lebanon War (2006). Fourth, since September 11, the 2003 Iraq war, and the ascendance of Iranian power, there is a strong sense that Israel is not only part of the “West,” in confrontation with the radicalized Islamic world, but part of the Middle Eastern Pax Americana.

While each of these assumptions is easily explainable, in their totality they are sending Israel back to the dark days of 1948, this time under a set of assumptions that used to characterize the Right, a small minority at the time. A frightened nation is unlikely to make concessions that could lead to a just and stable settlement.
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