A Populist Leader with Neo-Liberal Logic: On the Leadership Patterns of Benjamin Netanyahu in the 2019-2020 Elections

On May 17, 2012, the cover of Time Magazine crowned the Prime Minister of Israel, Benjamin Netanyahu, with the title “King Bibi.” (Stengel, 2012). This was his second term as Prime Minister, as the head of Israel’s 32nd government. Both in Israel and in international media, Netanyahu was considered to be a strong and stable leader, who intelligently and carefully planned out his steps in confronting his rivals. 
In hindsight, it is difficult not to gain the impression that his conduct during his second term was the result of lessons learned form his first term, between 1996-1999. Netanyahu’s first term took place against the background of a ideological and political conflict stormy between the right and left in Israel, regarding the nature of the Oslo Accords, and in the shadow of the trauma of the assassination of Yitzhak Rabin. 
His first term began with slim victory (of less than half of one percent) over Shimon Peres in the first direct elections for prime minister held in Israel. It ended within three years, with the disintegration of his right-wing-Haredi coalition, a police investigation into gifts he received, and defeat in the 1999 Election to the candidate of the “One Israel” list, Ehud Barak. (who received 56 percent of the vote, in contrast to only 44 percent who supported Netanyahu.)During his term, Netanyahu had conflicts with many Likud ministers, including David Levy, Yitzhak Mordechai, Dan Meridor, and Benny Begin, who left or were fired from his government. Following his defeat, Netanyahu took a break from politics. 	Comment by ymalomet@gmail.com: What about Ben Gurion in 1954?
During his second term as prime minster (2009-2013), Netanyahu preferred a unity government, which was joined, intermittenly, by the Labor Party and Kadima. The Ministry of Defense and Ministry of Foreign Affairs were placed in the hands of his rivals on the left, EhudEhud Barak and Tzipi Livni. Netanyahu maintained, at least publicly, an intact working relationship with the President of Israel, Shimon Peres, the last senior representative of the historical Mapai leadership in the Israeli political scene. Many ofMany of the Likud ministers who served under Netanyahu were members of what is known as the “second generation of fighting families,” (including Michael Eitan, Dan Meridor, Benny Begin, Uzi Landau, and Limor Livnat), who felt connected to the original Revisionist ideology, which combined strident nationalism and liberal values. The central subject at the top of the government’s agenda was the product of this consensus: preventing Iran from being armed with a nuclear bomb. The only disagreement was on how to do this: through diplomatic means, secret methods, or a military attack. Even the issue that had been a permanent part of Israle’s political agenda since 1967 – the future of the occupied territories – was forgotten by Netanyahu. In his 2009 Bar-Ilan Speech, he agreed, on the one hand, to the creation of a Palestinian State. On the other hand, he conditioned this state on prerequisites that functionally cancelled out the realization of this option, due to expected opposition from the Palestinian side. Thus, he satisfied both the right and the lift, and the administration of US President Barack Obama.
During his term, Israel Hayom’s circulation expanded. Israel Hayom, a newspaper founded in 2007 by the American billionaire Sheldon Adelson and designed to support Netanyahu, was also distributed for free. As a result, Netayahu achieved significant media backing, following his claim that during his first term he suffered from hostile coverage, mainly from Israel Hayom’s competitor – the Yedioth Ahronoth newspaper. 
Two of Israel Hayom’s most prominent writers, the veteran journalists Mordechai Gilat and Dan Margalit, were known for their support of a strong and independent judicial system, and expressed this in their articles. Due to the disclosure of what is known today as Case 2000 (Weitz, 2019), in hindsight, we know that the editorial line of Israel Hayom was dictated by Netanyahu’s office. There is no doubt that the prominence of writers who supported an independent judicial system was not by chance. In light of all of this, it is possible to say that when Netanyahu returned to the prime ministership in 2009, he chose, knowingly and intentionally, to avoid conflicts with the judicial system. Netanyahu sought to create wide consensus around his government and policies, both in Israel and in the international arena, in order to avoid what he considered to be the mistakes of his first term. 

I opened this article with the known, though somewhat forgetten, aspects of Netanyahu’s first and second terms, in order to highlight the vulgar and polarizing manner in which he operated, during the three elections that have taken place in Israel between April 2019 and March 2020. The focus of this article is not inherently about Netanyahu’s personality or worldview, and also not the result of losing his senses, or his approach. Netanyahu’s populist conduct was calculated and greatly influenced by the election of Donald Trump as president of the United States in 2016. Netanyahu, who was quoted in the minutes of police investigations as explaining that the United States is the only important country in the world (The Marker, 2019), is known for his American orientation. Netanyahu’s political security increased following his victory in the 2015 Election, which he won despite the predictions to the contrary. It appears that as a result of this fact, and following Trump’s entrance into the White House,  Netanyahu has, in recent years, adopted the US President’s populism as the correct standard for a political leader during this time. Prior to the Trump Era, Netanyahu prevented the passage of the “Nation State Law.” The fact that he then pushed for its approval after Trump’s election, is additional evidence that the change that took place within Netanyahu was a calculated one, and anchored in its contexts. 
One factor, which has not yet received meaningful treatment in scholarship, is the fact that during the more than 11 years that Netanyahu has been in office, there has been a changing of the guard in Israel’s right-wing. This must also be considered in relation to to [sic] Netanyahu’s polarizing rhetoric and pattern of political behavior. In this context, a comparison can be made between the development of Netanyahu’s path, and that of the founder of the Revisionist Movement, Ze’ev Jabotinsky. 
In Jabotinsky’s Children, Dan Heller sought to clarify why, starting in the 1930’s, it appears that Jabotinsky had expressions that leaned toward facism and that contradicted the liberal and socialist values that he had expressed at an earlier stage of his life. The answer that Heller found, was not necessarily in changes that took place in Jabotinsky’s thought. Instead, Heller claims that Jabotinsky was compelled to consider the processes of radicalization that took place among his supporters, the young guard of Beitar, and to maneuver between his desire for their support, and his original liberal positions (Heller, 2018). Jabotinsky’s shifting his gaze to the changes that took place around him and among his audience is key to understanding changes in his political behavior patterns, and is critical in Netanyahu’s case in recent years as well.






