The Waning and Waxing of Centrist Parties in Israel

Israeli centrist parties transitioned from small satellite parties to ones competing for governmental control; this paper examines the factors behind those changes. Elections in Israel are based on proportional representation, which creates a multi-party system comprised of right-wing parties, left-wing parties, centrist parties, and ethnic and religious parties. The latter two are unrelated to the right-wing/left-wing continuum and will not be treated in this paper.
In Israel, as opposed to many other places, the terms ‘right-wing’ and ‘left-wing’ have changed over time. In the past, left-wing parties were identified with socialist ideology and represented the workers’ class, while right-wing parties were identified with liberal ideology and the bourgeois. Today, the left-wing parties are identified with dovish stances on foreign affairs and matters of security whereas the right-wing parties are identified with hawkish stances on these issues.
The party system in Israel went through some significant changes, from a multi-party system with one dominant party to a multi-party system with two predominant blocks, to a decentralized multi-party system, to a radical multi-party system.
Centrist parties in Israel underwent changes in their impact. From small, satellite parties that are formed right before elections, and survive for a few terms before they disappear, to eminent parties that compete for control.
This paper will discuss the following questions: What are the factors behind the electoral changes that took place in Israeli centrist parties? Is there a connection between the changes in the structure of the party system and the changes that took place in the relative impact of the centrist parties?	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: שיניתי מ"עוצמה" ל"השפעה", מקווה שזה בסדר
To answer these questions, we examined fifteen centrist parties in four electoral party systems.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: "ארבע מערכות מפלגתיות""- לא הבנתי למה הכוונה, סליחה
The study conclusions demonstrate a significant relationship between the structure of the party system and the waning and waxing of centrist parties in Israel.
Key terms: Political system, dominant party, centrist parties, personal parties	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: "מפלגת אישית"?

Centrist parties
Researchers question the very existence of centrist parties. Arian [1] claims that the terms ‘right-wing’ and ‘left-wing’ are problematic, as they encourage uni-dimensionality, whereas politics is multidimensional. He deems the use of these terms artificial, however, they are nonetheless employed given their convenience for both the voters and the leadership. We can therefore conclude that the term ‘political centrism,’ as found on the right-left continuum, is problematic as well, and for the same reasons. Sartori [2] claims that the center is a locational center and not an ideological center. He views the center as a function of the length of the political spectrum, where a short spectrum will not allow a party to focus only on the center, whereas a long spectrum would. Smith [3] determined that the political center is formed artificially, bringing as examples the agrarian parties in Sweden, Norway, and Finland who changed their names to ‘centrist parties’ and thereby created the new center in these countries. According to Smith, the centrist parties are not parties with centrist ideologies. Von Beyme [4] agrees that parties with centrist ideologies do not exist, explaining this through the policy they enact: “Rule in the center and pursue a left-wing policy with the tools of right.” Duverger [5] adds that all centrist parties divide into two parts, a centrist-left and a centrist-right, which will eventually be torn into shreds and disappear. Smith [6] posits that centrist parties hover uncomfortably between the right and the left, belonging at times to one and at times to the other.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: "מיקום מרכזי" - מה הכוונה?	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: האם זה ציטוט מדויק? לא מצאתי את זה ברשת	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: לא קיים ברשימה הביבליוגרפית	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: קצת קשה להגיד שהוא "מוסיף" כאשר כרונולוגית הוא כתב לפני האחרים, לא?
As opposed to these scholars, Hazan [7] and Knoller [8] determine that the State of Israel has true centrist parties. Further, Knoller [9] claims that Israel has a fixed layer of voters who consistently vote for these centrist parties. She characterizes the centrist parties as ones that were founded at the center of the political system, between the right and the left, from the outset; their party platform is positioned between the right-wing and left-wing platforms regarding the central topic on the political agenda; and they would be willing to join any coalition, comprised of either the right- or the left-wing parties.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: במקור כתוב כאן 2000, 2007, 2017. ברשימה הביגליוגרפית מופיע מקור אחד מ-2004 ומקור אחד מ-2017
According to these characteristics, sixteen such centrist parties have been established in Israel over time. Most of these are flash parties that disappeared after a term or two. Even the middle-sized parties, Raf”i and Da”sh, dissipated before completing their terms. This change in trend is apparent from the first decade of the twenty-first century, where two centrist parties –Merkaz and Shinui– together won 21 seats in the Knesset. In 2006 the Kadima party won 29 seats, and its leader formed the government. This trend also carried over to the 2013 elections, where two centrist parties, Yesh Atid and Shinui, together won 25 seats in the Knesset; and in 2015 Yesh Atid and Kulanu together won 21 seats. Kahol-Lavan won 35 seats in the 2019 elections, the greatest number of seats ever won by a centrist party. Subsequent elections that same year awarded them 33 seats, and in the 2020 elections they won 33 seats once again.

Centrist parties in Israel – data
	Party
	Year established
	Number of seats in the Knesset
	Length of survival
	Comments

	Progressive
	1948
	4-5
	13 years
	United with the General Zionists

	United Liberal Party
	1961
	17
	4 years
	1. United with Herut
2. Established Independent Liberals (IL)

	Independent Liberals (IL)
	1965
	4-5
	16 years
	Did not pass the electoral threshold.
In 1984 joined the Labor party list, in 1988 established a party with Shinui whose representative did not make it into the Knesset, in 1992 became part of the Labor party

	Raf”i
	1965
	10
	3 years
	Merged with the Labor party

	Democratic party for Change (Da”sh)
	1977
	15
	2 years
	Dispersed

	Tele”m
	1981
	2
	4 years
	Dispersed

	Yahad
	1984
	3
	4 years
	Merged with the Labor party

	Ometz
	1984
	1
	4 years 
	Merged with the Likud

	Haderekh Hashlishit
	1996
	6
	3 years
	Did not pass the electoral threshold

	Merkaz
	1999
	6
	3 years
	Split between Likud and the Labor party

	Shinui
	1999
	16, 15
	7 years
	Dispersed

	Kadima
	2006
	29, 28, 2
	9 years
	The first centrist party whose leader formed a government, later dispersed

	Hatnuah
	2013
	6
	2 years
	Joined the Labor party to found the Mahaneh Zioni party

	Yesh Atid
	2013
	11, 19
	Still surviving
	Founded the Kahol-Lavan party and broke off from it

	Kulanu
	2015
	10, 4
	4 years
	Joined the Likud party

	Kahol-Lavan
	2019
	35, 33, 33, 15
	Still surviving
	Broke off from Yesh Atid



The party system
A party system refers to a political reality wherein a number of parties coexist and interact. The difference between party systems lies in their number and in the relationship between them. A multi-party political system is characterized by many (at least four) parties that participate in the elections and pass the electoral threshold.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: בסדר ככה?
Scholars analyze party systems to better understand the processes of the political system. Nwokora and Pelizzo [10] used Sartori’s typology [11] of seven different party systems to formulate an index for change in the party system. They use the term “index of fluidity,” describing unstable political systems as “fluid.” Sartori claims that changes in the interactions between the parties inevitably lead to changes in the party system, calling for a reclassification of the system [12]. He adds that as time passes, the party system develops. If the interactions between the parties are affected by the change, there is a need to reclassify the system; and the new classification then becomes the change in the system.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: לא מופיע ברשימה הביבליוגרפית	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: לא מופיע ברשימה הביבלוגרפית	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: במקור מופיע 1989, ברשימה הביבליוגרפית מופיע 2006	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: אין את זה ברשימה הביבליוגרפית
Sartori’s typology refers seven different party systems: a single-party system, a party system with one dominant party, a party system with one pre-dominant party, a two-block system, a system of moderate pluralism, a system of polarized pluralism, and a shattered system. This paper will focus on three of the above seven party systems, plus the polarized multi-party system which Sartori did not address.
The political system in Israel fulfills the criteria set by Mair [12]. It has gone through several significant changes. The interaction between the parties changed and was each time reclassified.

A multi-party system with one dominant party
The party system ins Israel was founded during the British Mandate period (1917-1948) when Israel was struggling for its independence. Under British rule, the Jewish population in Israel started to develop an independent political system in mandatory Palestine, which led the struggle up until the end of the British Mandate (1948). In 1935 a multi-party system with one dominant party started to develop, and continued to do so for 42 years, even after the State received its independence. This system is characterized by one large party which forms the axis within any coalition, and without which, a government could not be formed. The gap between this party and the others is as least 10% and it preserves its size for at least three consecutive terms [13]. The opposition does not have a party capable of forming an alternative leadership.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: הוספתי	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: גולדברג, 1992 לא מופיע ברשימה הביבליוגרפית
This system produced four centrist parties: the progressive party, the independent liberal party, the liberal party, and Raf”i. The independent liberal party was the only one of these to survive until 1981, as a satellite party of Mapai. The party’s middle-class voters supported Mapai’s security policy but objected to its socialist economic policy. As a satellite party, it became a coalition partner with Mapai and enjoyed the advantages of leadership beyond its electoral power. The stature it received during its dominant period was a significant factor in its survival.
Mapai’s decline in the 1977 elections also weakened its satellite party which won only a single seat in those elections and subsequently disappeared in the 1981 elections.

A multi-party system with two predominant blocks
The 1977 elections overturned the government. After 42 years of Mapai leadership, the Likud, a liberal, right-wing party, won the elections. This year marked the transition between two different party systems: the system changes that took place confirm Mair’s claim [12] that the framework conditions change as does the relationship between the parties. From 1981 the system became a two-block system characterized by a clear distinction between the right- and the left-wing blocks. Each block was headed by a large party, the Likud on the right and the Alignment (Maarach) labor party (which grew out of Mapai) on the left. Several smaller satellite parties with similar ideologies consistently supported one or the other [14]. The voters were homogenously distributed, where most Likud voters were ethnically Middle Eastern or North African (MENA), from the middle- and lower classes, while Alignment party voters were predominantly middle- and upper-class Europeans and Americans [9]. The electoral gap between the larger parties was small, and neither was able to form a government. Each of them needed other parties to join a coalition, and therefore every vote counted. This type of system encourages the formation of centrist parties which can form a tipping factor between the two blocks, thereby procuring benefits in the coalition beyond their electoral power. This fact led to the formation of three centrist parties which, as noted, would be willing to join any coalition. These parties were not ideological parties, they were founded as personal parties, and their focus on the center enabled them to join either of the bigger parties, particularly the one which offered ministerial positions and a greater allocation of resources. At the head of each centrist party stood a well-known figure, usually with a significant military background or an esteemed economic position. Moshe Dayan, who founded the Tele”m party, had been a commander-in-chief; Ezer Weitzman, who founded the Yahad party, had commanded the air force; while Yigal Horowitz, founder of the Ometz party, had been a finance minister. The latter two declared that they are founding parties that would join a coalition and influence governmental policy. These were small parties that failed to become the tipping point: instead, the tie between the Likud and Alignment parties led to a national unity government (1984, 1988). The centrist parties joined the unity government, however, as small parties they could not exert any influence, and subsequently disappeared.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: הורוביץ וליסק לא מופיע ברשימה הביבליוגרפית
The two-block system leads to opposing trends. On the one hand, it leads to the formation of centrist parties that are willing to join any coalition, thus breaking out of the deadlock tie, in return for leadership rewards beyond their electoral power. On the other hand, the two predominant parties battle for every vote: they try to enlist ‘floating’ votes from the center by ‘centralizing’ their ideologies, thus decreasing the growth potential of the centrist parties. In addition, when forming a national unity government, since both the big parties must compromise their ideology for the government to survive, they are forced to institute a centrist policy. This type of policy allows the supporters of centrist parties to support both the large parties, thus decreasing the support of the smaller, centrist parties. During the period of the national unity governments (1984, 1988) no new centrist parties were formed.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: הוספתי, בסדר ככה?	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: לזה הכוונה? זה קצת מבלבל כי גם המפלגות הגדולות הופכות במערכת כזו למפלגות מרכז	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: אולי כדאי 1984-1992?

A decentralized multi-party system
The electoral system changed again before the 1996 elections, from a parliamentary system to one which combines parliamentary and presidential rule [15]. Israelis voted for the prime minister in direct elections, and concurrently voted for his representatives in the Knesset. Splitting the vote contributed to the weakening of the big parties and increased the number of political parties in the system [16]. Voters chose a prime minister for his stances on foreign policy and security issues, giving their other vote to parties whose stances on social, economic, or ethnic issues matched their own. In a system such as this, the prime minister candidate needs 5-6 smaller parties to join him in order to form a government. This results in the increase of small, sectorial, ethnic parties and centrist parties that aspire to join the coalition, allowing them access to benefits and resources beyond their electoral power. If any one of the partners leaves the coalition the government becomes unstable and may fall. In this type of system, the prime minister must invest in the stability of his government by granting benefits to his coalition partners throughout his entire term. This type of system encourages the formation of small parties that compete for every vote to pass the electoral threshold. They can increase their number of voters by presenting a general platform that suits both right- and left-wing voters. These parties focus on the center because there are already well-established ideological parties to the left and the right of the political spectrum.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: לדעתי קניג הוא לא אחד המחברים. וגם, שיניתי את המובאה מ-2003 ל-2004.
בנוסף, דיסקין 2001 לא מופיע ברשימה הביבליוגרפית
Changes in the electoral system led to changes in the structure of the party system. The system became decentralized, with two medium-sized parties and numerous smaller parties. In 2003 the direct vote was canceled, and Israel returned to a parliamentary system of government.
This change in the governmental system shifted power to the centrist parties. The bigger parties shrank, allowing the centrist parties to flourish. Voters who supported sectorial or ethnic parties understood that the smaller parties, though part of the coalition, cannot influence government policy. From this time on the centrist parties started to gain more votes, given their general election platform that suited any voter with non-extremist views. In 2003 the Shinui party won 15 seats and became the third-largest party in the Knesset. In 2006 Kadima won 29 seats, in 2013 Yesh Atid won 19 seats, and the Labor party (which broke off from Kadima) 6 seats. These two parties together gained 25 seats in the Knesset. 

A polarized two-block system
The 2019 elections saw the return of the multi-party two-block system.
The main difference between this and the previous (1981-1996) two-block system lies in the polarization between the two blocks. Several extremist right-wing parties cropped up to the right of the Likud party and supported it, while Kahol-Lavan, a centrist party, headed the opposition with the support of extremist left-wing parties. The term ‘leftist’ became derogatory. Social media, today an indicator of public opinion, promulgated curses and threats against supporters of the leftist block as well as against members of the Zamir family [?????]. The center, whose opponents called ‘leftist,’ uses those same tools against the right. So-called social and ethnic disparities were used to delineate the gap between the two blocks.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: נראה שיש כאן קטע שבטעות נכתב ב-caps lock אבל אני לא יכולה לפענח, סליחה	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: בבקשה לבדוק אם הבנתי נכון

Conclusion
This paper analyzed the growth of centrist parties in Israel from small satellite parties to ones that compete for leadership. We examined the relative strength of centrist powers in four different party systems: a multi-party system with one dominant party, a two-block multi-party system, a decentralized multi-party system, and a polarized multi-party system. We demonstrated that in a multi-party system with one dominant party the centrist parties would be smaller, and in a two-block multi-party system the centrist parties would be personal ones aimed at becoming the essential tie-breaker between the two blocks. In a decentralized multi-party system, characterized by a weakening of the bigger parties, the centrist parties became middle-sized; while in a two-block system the centrist parties grew thanks to voters from both the right and left sides of the political spectrum who opposed the rising extremism of both camps. We conclude that there is a correlation between centrist parties becoming more powerful and the changes in the party system. However, these changes are only one factor out of several that deserve further study.	Comment by mailshelnava@gmail.com: למעלה האפשרות הרביעית כונתה "מערכת דו-גושית מקוטבת" ולא "רב מפלגתית מקוטבת"
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