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Selections Instead of Elections

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

On May 8 I went to sleep at midnight having just heard on the radio that the Israeli Knesset voted 109-1 (First Reading) to hold elections at the end of this coming summer. At 8:00AM the next morning I woke up to Israel radio reporting that Kadima had joined the government and there wouldn't be any elections until late 2013! Even as a political scientist with 35 years experience researching and teaching in the field I was astounded; I can just imagine what readers like you with somewhat less knowledge of Israeli politics must feel: confusion? open-mouthed astonishment? depressed amusement?


I'll try to make some heads and tails regarding what happened and what it all means -- because this is potentially a huge development. Of course, it could also end up with a whimper, leaving political bodies all over the place.


Kadima: This is the largest party in Israel today (based on the 2009 elections), so that its 28 MKs joining the government essentially renders this government impregnable politically from any opposition moves, while also neutralizing any single party within the government that might want to "blackmail" the Prime Minister with threats of leaving the coalition. Yet it is not at all clear that the move makes sense for Kadima (which in any case was on the ropes if elections were held soon), because on what basis can it run against the Likud in the 2013 elections from inside the government? Moreover, this is probably one zigzag too many for Shaul Mofaz, Kadima's new chairman. When PM Sharon established the party several years ago by attracting Likud and Labor defectors, Mofaz declared that "I will never leave my political home" (Likud), only to jump ship at the very last minute and join the Kadima train as it was leaving the station (to mix metaphors). Now he has brought Kadima into Bibi's government after declaring as late as last month that he would never do such a thing!


Netanyahu and the Likud: The PM and his party get another 18 months of governance. Yet there is a disjunction between how this will work out for Bibi as opposed to his party. The PM will certainly gain from this move as a master tactician (unless... more in a moment). On the other hand, precisely because of what I just said about Mofaz, the chances are good that he along with (most of) Kadima will (re)join the Likud before the next elections, thus raising the competitive bar for Likud MKs to get reelected. Things will get extremely "hot" in the Likud Knesset list primaries next year.


Labor: Other than PM Netanyahu, the big winner here is Labor and its new chairwoman Shelly Yechimovitch -- a highly intelligent, smooth talking, aggressive, but authentic Social Democrat who will almost definitely ride the waves of Israeli dissatisfaction regarding socio-economic matters (get ready for another "hot" Israeli summer). I don't expect Labor to become the next ruling party in 2013, but one can safely predict that Labor has finally reached bottom and is on the return as a long-term, real threat to Likud hegemony.


Iran: Mofaz has maintained a "restraining" stance regarding a potential Israeli military attack on Iran -- but here again another zigzag might be in order. With over three-quarters of the Knesset behind him, Netanyahu might now politically feel bolder in initiating such an attack (especially if it looks like Obama is losing the U.S. election). So keep an eye and ear out on Mofaz's comments regarding Iran -- any change of stance and there's "trouble" ahead.


Haredi Army Service: This is as close as Israel has ever come to dealing significantly with the issue of drafting the ultra-Orthodox into the army (or at least national civilian service) -- domestically the "hottest" political potato today. For the first time ever, Bibi is not dependent on his haredi coalition partners for government stability -- but will he antagonize them by pushing for this major change? 


Peace Process: Here too, Bibi has immunized himself politically from extreme-right wing threats within his coalition were he to start negotiating seriously with the Palestinians. Indeed, from his standpoint this is probably the only "downside" to the whole enterprise. If he does not move forward on negotiations with the Palestinians when he has such a massive majority supporting him, when will he ever do it? In short, he now has to deliver some goods on this front, otherwise it will be clear to all that he has no intention of negotiating seriously with the other side -- and that could ultimately lead the way to Labor's return to power.


And I haven't even touched on other aspects of the Kadima-Likud union: what happens now to Yair Lapid's new centrist party? Will all Kadima MKs hew to the new governing coalition line? Amazing as it sounds, the near future will actually be more interesting than could any standard election campaign!
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