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Israel's proportional elections have created a multiparty system made up of right-wing, left-wing, and centrist parties, as well as religious and ethnic parties. Over the years, the focus of the right-left divisions has changed. The left-wing bloc, once identified with the working class, is today characterized by its dovish position on political issues, while the right-wing bloc, in the past was identified with the bourgeoisie, is characterized today by its hawkish stance. The religious and ethnic parties are outside the right-left continuum and are not part of this study.
For five decades, the centrist parties were small. Some were divided between the political right and left; others joined the right or left bloc. Both types disappeared after one or two terms. In the early 2000s a new trend strengthened the centrist parties, invigorated their electoral power, and gradually turned them into moderate-sized parties. In the last decade, they have grown even more, becoming large parties vying for control of government.	Comment by Author: You might say instead: “were marginal players on the political stage
In surveys conducted between 1969 and 1999, the respondents were asked which political direction they identified with. In 1969, 26% answered "the center"; in 1973 33% gave them same answer; in 1981 - 29%; and in 1984 - 21%. Nineteen eighty-eight saw the beginning of a decline in the number of respondents who identified with the center, with only 11%; in 1992 - 18%; 1996 - 16%; 1999 - 11%; and in 2003 - 17% expressed their support of the center (Arian and Shamir, 2004). Declarations of identification notwithstanding, the election results in these years show a significant gap between the responses to the surveys and the electoral results in the polls. Since the beginning of the 2000s the trend has become clear: Israel's political center is gaining in strength. 
Prior to the 2019 elections, Hermann and Anabi (2019) conducted a survey in which 18% of the Jewish population and 21% of the Arab population stated their affiliation with the center. At the polls, 29% of the electorate voted for the centrist Blue and White Party. 
This article examines the reasons for the changes and the strengthening of the centrist parties. We employed questionnaires that asked whether a link exists between the party system structure and the growing strength of the centrist parties; whether a connection runs between the ideological radicalization of the right- and left-wing parties and the strengthening of the center; and whether the rise in the standard of living and the consolidation and expansion of the middle class are the reasons for the strengthening of the centrist parties. 

Centrist parties in Israel
Scholars debate whether centrist parties even exist. Sartory (1976) argues that the center is merely a midpoint location and does not reflect a real centrist ideology. In his view, the center is a function of the length of the political vacuum; a short vacuum will thwart a party's effort to position itself in the center, and only when the vacuum is sufficiently long can it secure a place there. Smith (1988) claims that the political center is an artificial construct: only after the agrarian parties in Sweden, Norway and Finland changed their name to the 'Center Party' was the political center born in these countries. This implies that centrist parties lack a centrist ideology. Arian (1990) states that the terms 'right' and 'left' are problematic, and are referred to one-dimensionally, while politics is multi-dimensional. According to Arian, the terms are used in this artificial manner because voters and leaders find it convenient to do so. The obvious conclusion is that the term 'political center', which exists on the right-left continuum, also suffers from the same problems. Scholars who deny the existence of parties with a centrist ideology (Duverger, 1951; Von Beyme, 1985) base their view on the ideological struggles within the centrist parties. Duverger (1951) contends that the center is divided into two, a center-left and a center-right, that eventually implodes and disintegrates. Von Beyme (1985) discusses the policy that the centrist parties adopt: Rule in the center and pursue a left-wing policy with the tools of the right.
Smith (1988) agrees and adds that the centrist parties hover uncomfortably between the right and the left and occasionally affiliate with one or the other.
As opposed to these scholars, Hazan (1997) and Knoller (2017, 2007, 2000) argue that centrist parties do exist in Israel. Furthermore, Knoller (2017) states that a consistent bloc of voters in Israel votes for centrist parties. This is characteristic of parties that were originally established in the center of the political spectrum between right and left, and whose platform lies between the right and left on the key political issue of the day and that are prepared to participate in either a right- or left-led coalition. 
According to these parameters, sixteen centrist parties can be identified in Israel over the years. Most have been 'flash in the pan' parties that vanished after one or two terms. Even mid-sized parties, such as Rafi, which gained ten seats in the Knesset in 1965, and the Democratic Movement for Change (DMC), which garnered fifteen seats in the Ninth Knesset (1977), dissolved before the completion of their terms. Changes in this trend initially appear in the first decade of the 2000s, when the Center Party and Shinui together obtained twenty-one seats. In 2006, Kadima picked up twenty-nine seats and its leader formed the government. This trend continued in the 2013 elections when two centrist parties, Yesh Atid and Shinui, together reaped twenty-five parliamentary seats, and in 2015 when Yesh Atid and Kulanu won twenty-one seats. The largest number of seats won by a centrist party came in April 2019 when Blue and White amassed thirty-five seats. In further elections in September that year, it picked up thirty-three seats and again thirty-three seats in March 2020. 	Comment by Author: Slight changes from the Hebrew text in last 2 sentences

Centrist parties in Israel – data
	Party 
	Year established 
	Number of seats
	Years in existence 
	Comments 

	Progressive 
	1948
	5-4
	13 
	Union with the General Zionists

	United Liberal
	1961
	17
	4
	1. Union with Herut
2. Establishment of the Independent Liberal Party

	Independent Liberal
	1965
	5-4
	16
	Failed to pass the parliamentary threshold. In 1984 it appeared on the Labor Party list; in 1988 it established a party with Shinui, but its representative failed to make it into the Knesset; in 1992 it was absorbed in the Labor Party

	Rafi 
	1965
	10
	3
	Union with Labor

	Democratic Movement for Change (DMC)
	1977
	15
	2
	Dissolved 

	Telem
	1981
	2
	4
	Dissolved 

	Yahad
	1984
	3
	4
	Union with Labor

	Ometz
	1984
	1
	4
	Union with Likud

	The Third Way
	1996
	6
	3
	Failed to pass the parliamentary threshold

	The Center
	1999
	6
	3
	Split between the Likud and Labor

	Shinui
	1999
	16, 15
	7
	Dissolved

	Kadima 
	2006
	29 28, 2
	9
	For the first time the head of a centrist party formed the government; later the party dissolved 

	Hatnua
	2013
	6
	2
	Joined Labor to establish the Zionist Union 

	Yesh Atid 
	2013
	11, 19
	Still active 
	Established Blue and White and split from it

	Kulanu
	2015
	10, 4
	4 
	Joined Likud

	Blue and White 
	2019-2020 
	35, 33, 33, 15
	Still active
	Split from Yesh Atid

	
	
	
	
	


                      
Systemic factors
A discussion of systemic factors poses certain difficulties. Isolating systemic factors from inter-party factors, such as interpersonal and ideological struggles, proves elusive. It should be noted that systemic factors are only one element to be addressed. 
Israel's political system has undergone fundamental changes. From 1948 to 1977 it was a multiparty system with one dominant party that occupied the center of every coalition and without which a government could not be formed. This party outdistanced the others by no less than 10%, a margin that it retained for at least three terms (Goldberg, 1977). During this Mapai-dominated period no other party could serve as a governing alternative. There were four centrist parties: the Progressives, the Liberals, the Independent Liberals, and Rafi. The Progressives and Independent Liberals were satellite parties of Mapai whose voters came from the middle class and who supported Mapai's security platform but opposed its socioeconomic policy, which it identified with the working class. The Liberal Party failed to join the Mapai-led government and turned to the right-wing Herut Party. Rafi split off from Mapai and established a centrist party, but returned to its mother party after two years. As stated, the centrist parties that sprang up in this system remained small; two of them were satellite parties and two were 'flash in the pan' parties. 
The shift to the two-bloc system began with the 1977 political upheaval, when the socialist left, which had ruled since the founding of the state, was defeated by the liberal right. From 1981 on, the multiparty system became a two-party system. In the transition period between 1977 and 1981, DMC burst upon the scene as a star-studded party consisting of five groups, some composed of center-right supporters and others of center-left supporters. The party's founders declared that their aim was to join the next government in order to influence policy changes. They avoided stating which government, right- or left-wing, they would support. DMC chalked up impressive electoral gains for a first-time party, reaping fourteen Knesset seats. But despite its initial success, it failed to be the deciding factor. Prime Minister Menachem Begin succeeded in forming a government without DMC, and consequently DMC forfeited its principles and entered Begin's right-wing government. This decision triggered a split in the DMC leadership, the center-left supporters bolted and the party disappeared two years later.	Comment by Author: I’m confused by this. If DMC was willing to align with right or left, why was joining Begin foreiting its principles?
The two-bloc political system is characterized by a clear distinction between the right and the left. A large party stands at the head of each bloc: on the right, the Likud, and on the left the Ma'arach (Alignment, later called Labor), and surrounding them are the small, ideological satellite parties that consistently back one of the two (Horowitz and Lisk, 1990; Neuberger, 1991). A narrow electoral divide runs between the large parties so that neither can form a government by itself; therefore every vote counts. In this system, centrist parties spring up with the goal of serving as the deciding factor between the two blocs, in this way achieving gains that go beyond their electoral strength. This was the stimulus for the appearance of three centrist parties in 1984 that, as mentioned, were willing to enter any coalition. Each of the three was based on a dominant personality, Telem, led by Moshe Dayan; Yachad, headed by Ezer Weizman; and Ometz, led by Yigal Hurvitz. The last two announced at the time of their party's founding that they aspired to be the linchpin in order to influence government matters. In the end, none of the three became a deciding factor. The deadlock between the Likud and Alignment led to the formation of two national unity governments (1984, 1988). The centrist parties that joined the unity governments entered as small parties, failed to have an effect on the ruling coalition, and ceased to exist. 	Comment by Author: My addition. 	Comment by Author: Or better, policy	Comment by Author: Slight deviation from the Hebrew
Overall, the two-bloc system creates conflicting trends. On the one hand, centrist parties rose that were willing to join any coalition in the hope of upsetting the balance of power and reaping political gains beyond their electoral strength; on the other hand, the two large parties struggled for every vote and tried to capture the 'floating' votes in the center by centralizing their ideologies and narrowing the centrist parties' chances for gaining strength. Furthermore, when the two dominant parties, Likud and Labor (formerly Alignment), failed to form a government, they established a national unity one (1984, 1988), which forced each of them to compromise on ideology and implement a centrist policy. This factor too stymied the growth of the centrist parties, which explains their absence in the 1988 and 1992 elections. 	Comment by Author: You might say: broadening their ideologies to appeal to the center	Comment by Author: My addition for clarity
As the elections of 1996 approached, the electoral system changed from a parliamentary one to a parliamentary-presidential regime (Hazan, 1988). Israeli voters would cast one ballot for the prime minister and another for parliamentary representatives. According to Diskin (2001), splitting the vote weakened the large parties, Likud and Labor. Kenig, Rahat and Hazan (2003) concur and add that the split increased the number of parties in the system. The voter cast one ballot for the prime ministerial candidate based on his positions on security and foreign affairs, and a second ballot for the party whose social, economic or ethnic positions matched the voter's. The result was a downswing in the electoral strength of the two large parties and the growth of small, sectoral, ethnic, and centrist parties. In order to form a coalition, the prime minister-elect had to marshal five or six parties and guarantee them positions in government beyond their electoral strength. The loss of even one partner threatened the coalition and could bring down the government. Moreover, the prime minister had to strengthen the government by doling out favors to the coalition partners throughout his term. This system spawned new small parties that competed for every vote in order to pass the electoral threshold. An increase in the size of their electorate was made possible by fuzzy election platforms that suited both right- and left-wing voters. The new parties focused on the center since the right and left remained the bastions of the veteran ideological parties.
The changing trend in the centrist parties' strength began in the 1999 elections. For the first time in two decades, two centrist parties, Shinui and the Center Party, won six parliamentary seats each; 12 members from centrist parties entered the Knesset. 	Comment by Author:  Is this not repetitive? 
In 2003, direct elections were abolished and the parliamentary system was restored. Rahat et al. (2004) found that the cancelation of direct elections for the head of the government produced changes in voting patterns: the large parties strengthened and the sectoral parties weakened. A look at the results shows that the change did not affect the trend in voting for centrist parties that had begun 1999. It seems that voters who supported the sectoral parties transferred their support to Shinui, which gained fifteen seats in 2003, thereby becoming the third largest party in the Knesset. The same trend appeared in the 2006 elections when the centrist party Kadima won twenty-nine seats and party leader Ehud Olmert formed the government. In 2009 Kadima swept up an identical number of seats, but its leader, Tzipi Livni, failed to patch together a coalition government. Despite the disintegration of Kadima, the voting patterns remained intact for the centrist parties, and in the 2013 elections Yesh Atid won nineteen seats and the Hatnua Party (which had broken from Kadima) gained six. Together, the two centrist parties held a total of twenty-five Knesset seats. The elections in 2015 witnessed a slight drop in the number of supporters for the centrist parties. The political center included twenty-one MKs, with Yesh Atid chalking up eleven seats and Kulanu, which came into being prior to the elections, winning ten. Despite the downswing, the political center gained the support of 17.3% of the voters, and the 2019 election returned the party system to two blocs. This time the head of one was Blue and White, while the other bloc remained the right-wing Likud.
Neither party managed to form a government. Only after two more campaigns was a rotational government finally established in May 2020 in which the leader of each bloc would serve as prime minister for half the term.
In conclusion, in a multiparty system with one dominant party, the centrist parties are small satellite parties; in a two-bloc multiparty system, centrist parties arise in order to serve as linchpins between the blocs. The formation of unity governments reduces the centrist parties' strength. The change in the electoral system resulted in the weakening of the large parties and the growth of sectoral and centrist parties. The return to the parliamentary system undermined the sectoral parties and increased the support for the centrist parties. The reasons for this shift are outlined in what follows.

Ideological radicalization
Israeli society is characterized by five divisions: right and left on issues of security and foreign affairs; religious and secular; Jews and Arabs; rich and poor. The right-left ideological divide has come to the fore in every election campaign since the 1967 Six-Day War. This divide has intensified for over half a century. Galnoor (1993) blames the political elite, which has failed to reach a decision on this key issue since the Six-Day War.	Comment by Author: This list only includes four. What is the fifth? Or is the right-left ideological divide the fifth? 
Shamir, Dvir and Ventura (2017) argue that the struggle is over Israeli society's collective identity. We will not elaborate on this subject because it would require discussing all the parties in the system, including religious, ultra-orthodox, and ethnic parties. Be that as it may, the struggle between right and left is undoubtedly related to the struggle over collective identity. The debate, which has become more extreme over the years, focuses on the status of the occupied territories, the status of the Israeli settlements there, and the peace agreement with the Palestinians (Suan, 2015). Each side accuses the other of an ideology that threatens the downfall of the state.
The right demands the territorial annexation of the West Bank in order to prevent a reduction of Israel's area, which, it claims, would undoubtedly weaken the country and cause its downfall. With its slogan "Say 'no' to a settlement freeze" (Hamafdal [National Religious Party] 1999), opposes a peace process designed to creae a Palestinian state that would, in its eyes, be a threat to the State of Israel. "The National Union Party rejects any additional political entity anywhere in the Land of Israel from the west to the Jordan River . . . [Ha'ichud Hale'umi] strives for Israeli control and settlement throughout the Land" (Ha'ichud Hale'umi, 2003). "Another state must not be established between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean . . . The very existence of a Palestinian state would endanger the State of Israel" (Ha'ichud Hale'umi, 2019). Otzma Yehudit (Jewish Strength), a radical right-wing party, warns "The war against Israel's enemies will be total, without negotiations, without concessions or compromise . . . [The party favors] declaring sovereignty on all parts of the Land of Israel . . . and finalizing the status of Israel's enemies in the surrounding Arab countries" (Otzma Yehudit, 2019).	Comment by Author: Preferably the 'Land of Israel'	Comment by Author: My addition	Comment by Author:  This seems to be the meaning
The left demands a withdrawal from the territories that were captured in the Six-Day War, and believes that one nation's control over another causes moral and ethical damage that could be catastrophic for Israeli society. "The perpetuation of the occupation is an immoral, unrealistic vision . . . " (Meretz, 2015); "The continuation of the occupation is liable to reverse the peace process and harm Israel's international status. . . . The perpetuation of the occupation . . . is the categorical antithesis of the world's position" (ibid.). The left envisions the peace process as leading to the establishment of a Palestinian state alongside Israel: "The two-state paradigm is the only paradigm, there is no other" (ibid.); moreover, the annexation of two million Arabs will undermine Israel as a Jewish and democratic state: "The occupation is a blatant ongoing violation of human rights . . . and belies Israel as a democratic state" (ibid.). Voices further to the left demand that Israel return to the 1967 borders in the West Bank (Judea and Samaria) and Golan Heights (Goodman, 2017). Hareshima Hameshutefet (Joint List), the radical left party, calls to "end the occupation of all the territories that were captured in 1967, the dismantling of the settlements, and the establishment of an independent Palestinian state" (2020 platform). Balad, an extreme left party and one of the four parties (Hadash, Ra'am, Balad, Ta'al) that make up the Joint List, demands an end to the occupation, the evacuation of all forms of Israeli presence in the West Bank, the removal of the settlements, and the establishment of an independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. In addition, it seeks a just solution to the Palestinian national issue, Israel's withdrawal from the Golan Heights, the dissolution of the country's Jewish identity, and transforming the State of Israel into a state of all its citizens (Balad platform, 2018).
The terror employed by Palestinians who struggle for the establishment of an independent state has taken its toll on the lives of thousands of Israelis. The violence heightens and radicalizes the right's demands to annex the territories and deal harshly with the Palestinians. In turn, the radicalization of the right radicalizes the left, which opposes terrorism but maintains that a peace agreement and the creation of a Palestinian state will bring an end to hostility.
The ideological struggle over questions of security and foreign affairs issues had left many Israelis skeptical of the radical ideologies of both right and left. The alternative that the centrist parties presented was a policy of compromise, consisting of support for the establishment of a Palestinian state, and at the same time support for the annexation of some of the territories, mainly those areas that are of strategic importance. "Members of Hatnua hold dearly to the principle of two states for two peoples, even at the price of ceding parts of Greater Israel . . . We must strive towards a solution that consummates the Israeli-Palestinian conflict while safeguarding Israel's security interests" (Hatnua platform, 2013). Yesh Atid, too, had a platform between the right and the left. On the one hand, it reflected a left-wing ideology, "the two-state solution is best for Israel," and on the other, it stated that  "the settlement blocs will remain part of the State of Israel" (Yesh Atid, 2013, 2015). In other words, it advocated partial annexation. The platform of Blue and White, created just before the 2019 elections, "straddles the right-left divide, asserts that the Golan Heights and the settlement blocs are vital to Israel's security." The platform makes no mention of a Palestinian state but intimates that in the future, after negotiations, a Palestinian state could arise. Blue and White advocates "deepening the separation from the Palestinians while [it remains] uncompromising in safeguarding the security interests of Israel and the IDF's freedom of action wherever necessary" (Bender, 2019). On the question of the Israeli settlements, the party platform answers the needs of both the left and the right. It favors the expansion of the settlement blocs, but not the construction of new settlements outside their perimeter.
Another ideological aspect is the struggle in the international arena that is expressed in the struggle between globalization and ultranationalism, and the struggle between right-wing nationalist parties that have achieved electoral gains and groups that support globalization, international partnerships, and freedom of movement between countries. This process is also taking place in Israel. The left wants to integrate into the global village, become part of the larger world, absorb Western culture, recognize LGBTQ rights and single-sex marriage, and so forth; on the other hand, the right holds dear to its heart the preservation of the local, traditional Jewish values, the social collective, and the preservation of the traditional family. At the same time, it vigorously opposes Western culture. However, a middle road exists between the two ideologies, characterized by the center's partnership in global processes alongside the preservation of Jewish tradition.    	Comment by Author: You may want to rethink this, as Israel is already Western. Perhaps “secular liberal”?	Comment by Author: Maybe this clarifies the author's intention 	Comment by Author: See again my comment above.	Comment by Author: Slightly changed

Economic prosperity
Israel's socialist economy lasted from the early years of the state to the 1977 political upheaval, when a liberal economic policy was inaugurated that generated economic growth. Since the late 1990s, a strong economy has provided economic prosperity and increased the standard of living. The OECD states that the Israeli hi-tech sector has grown in the last fifteen years, unemployment has decreased, the workforce has improved, and gaps in the standard of living have been closing (Whitman, 2018). The report also notes that, beginning in 2000, the growth rate has been 3.3%, a figure higher than in many OECD countries. Nevertheless, the report found that significant economic gaps still exist (Ministry of the Economy). According to the World Happiness Report, in the last decade Israel has maintained its position in places eleven to fourteen, out of more than 150 countries (The Marker) and outranks some advanced Western counties like Germany and the United States.
Improved economic conditions have swelled the ranks of the middle and upper classes. In order to study the impact of the improved economy on voting results for the centrist parties, we conducted an ecological analysis of the results based on the assumption that place of residence, that is, socioeconomic affiliation, can help identify voting trends. During the analysis, we looked for the main voting characteristics as they appeared in defined geographical units: types of communities, and neighborhoods and sub-neighborhoods in the communities and polling places. An ecological analysis has two drawbacks: the information collected is often based on a limited number of variables, and the tendency to generalize can to lead to erroneous conclusions regarding the behavior of the individual (Diskin 1988). In the absence of precise tools allowing us to reach conclusions on the voting trends in different populations, we had to suffice with the data that we collected in the communities according to place of residence. For this reason, we used the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS) report that divides communities into ten socioeconomic clusters on a scale of four to ten, with four being the lowest level and ten the highest. We checked the percentage of votes at the national level for Blue and White, the only centrist party that participated in the 2019 elections, and conducted a sample comparison with the results in communities on the cluster scale. 	Comment by Author: Ecological in what sense?	Comment by Author: Slightly clarified from the Hebrew 
Blue and White won 26.13% of the votes in the national election. The trend that we observed was that the higher a community on the cluster scale, the greater the support for Blue and White. In cluster 4, for example, support stood at 16%, whereas in cluster 10 (only two communities in the country are at this level, Savion and Kfar Shmaryahu) support for Blue and White was 58.45% and 62.43% respectively.
These statistics correspond to the CBS's findings on the 22nd Knesset election results (Hofman-Dishon, 2020).
The statistics demonstrate that the centrist parties fail to gain the support of groups affiliated with the weak populations (clusters 4, 5). The higher the community's socioeconomic status, the more it supports the centrist parties. Over half of the voters in clusters 9 and 10 gave their vote to the centrist parties.
A partial explanation can be found in Giddens' work (2000) that identified a rightward movement of intellectuals in 1970s and 80s who were disappointed with the left and who became supporters of third-way ideologies. According to the author, the elite structure has changed; the wealthy are the international sports stars and businesspeople, and information technology has created a new middle class. The OECD report, mentioned above, found that Israel enjoys economic growth and has been closing social gaps; in other words, its middle class is expanding. This class seeks quiet on the security front and stability in the economy and to enjoy the standard of living to which it is accustomed; therefore it shuns the right, whose ideology projects a continuation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, terrorist strikes and war, and rejects the ideology of the left whose solutions do not ensure law and order. The middle class values equality, protecting the weak, cosmopolitan pluralism, and favors the policy that the centrist parties advocate: security coupled with territorial concessions, that is, a policy that fits between the right and the left.	Comment by Author: Slightly changed from the Hebrew 
In conclusion, this study has examined the factors involved in the ascent of the centrist parties. It has not dealt with another factor of importance: the decline of party status and the shift to political personalization (Karvonen 2010; Balmas et al. 2014; Galili 2004). The scholars Rahat and Kenig (2018) claim that the level of personalization in Israel is high. This assertion requires the further, comprehensive study of all the parties in the system, not only in the context of the centrist parties.	Comment by Author: It may make sense to define this term
In sum, we can say that the centrist parties' strengthening stems from the structure of the electoral system. In a decentralized, multiparty system, centralist parties emerge to serve as coalition partners in a multiparty government. Israel's economic prosperity and rising standard of living have altered the elite structure. The middle and upper classes are partners of neither right- nor left-wing ideologies; they seek a middle way that will allow them to continue living in economic comfort while preserving the local and participating in the global; they support a peace agreement with the Palestinians along with the retention of some of the occupied territories; this is the centrist parties' middle way.                
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