Reflections of/in Israel

 Why Have Israelis Stayed on the Right?

Sam Lehman-Wilzig

The Israeli elections are right around the corner (or you might be reading this after they took place), but it doesn't take a prophet to foresee that the right-wing camp -- including the ultra-Orthodox -- will probably gain in strength and certainly retain their electoral stranglehold. Indeed, other than the brief hiatus of Peres (1984-86 in a National Unity Government), Rabin/Peres (1992-96) and Barak (1999-2001), Israel's Right has basically run the country for the past thirty-five years. And there is no end in sight.


Why? My analysis here is not designed to justify the Right nor to attempt to defend or attack its policies, but rather to try to get "into the mind" of the Israeli electorates. No, that is not a typo -- I did write "electorates" in the plural. For there is not one specific source here but rather a constellation of factors affecting different population groups, some factors standing alone and others intertwined one into the other. I will present them in no particular order.


Anti-Socialism: Begin's rise to power was due to the general Israeli public's disgust with the corrupt Socialist-Zionist camp, and specifically with the anger of the Jews from Arab lands who felt that the secular-Socialist government had heavily discriminated against it. As these two factors waned in the 1990s, the massive influx of Jews from the former Soviet Union picked up the electoral slack: they saw red regarding any "Red" party.


Collapse of peace efforts: Israel signed the Oslo Accords -- and a few years later the Second Intifada broke out; Israel unilaterally left Southern Lebanon -- and the missiles started raining down on Northern Israel; Israel left Gaza -- and far more missiles were shot over the border. In short, for many Israelis the perception is that "we offer an olive branch and they hit us with the tree".


The neighborhood: When all hell is breaking loose around you, one tends to "circle the wagons". That certainly is a major factor in the past two years. But well before then, the Middle East has been a "dangerous" place. Lebanon had a vicious civil war for over two decades; Syria (until recently) had no civil war because its leadership was even more vicious; and from a distance Israelis are being constantly threatened with annihilation by Iran. Not that suicide terrorists from the territories (even giving the land a name -- West Bank or Judea & Samaria -- is fraught with ideological baggage) offered any respite closer to home. People surrounded by bullies tend to become bullyish just to survive -- and Israel's right-wing, at the least, knows how to "talk tough". 


Religion: I have written several times on these pages about the increasing penetration of religious symbolism (and in some cases, policy too) into Israeli society -- again a reaction to the loss of traditional Jewish identity in the early Zionists' attempts to create a "new [Zionist] Jew". Ultra-nationalism and religion are a natural fit (which is not to say that left wingers are less patriotic), which is why the Likud and Yisrael Beitenu (Lieberman's Russian party) find it so easy to form coalition governments with the Orthodox and ultra-Orthodox camps -- an unbeatable combination.


Partner for Peace? What Partner?: The Palestinians are split into two major warring camps: religious Hamas and secular Fatah, ruling over separate territories. The former won't accept Israel's right to exist in principle; the latter continues to insist that Israel commit national suicide by accepting millions of returning Palestinian refugees. So it's not so much that the Right wing has such cogent arguments; it's just as germane that the Left wing doesn't have much to offer, other than Oslo 2 -- and Israelis know where the first one led them.


I repeat what I said at the outset: these are not necessarily my personal arguments but rather the perceptions of a large majority of Jewish Israelis. Unless and until those perceptions begin to shift -- and that will only come if several of the above factors change drastically -- it could be a few more decades before the next seismic electoral shift occurs in Israel.

* * * * * * * * * * * *

Prof. Sam Lehman-Wilzig is Deputy Director of the School of Communications at Bar-Ilan University in Israel. This Spring 2013 he is Visiting Professor at the Israel Studies Center, University of Maryland, College Park. Visit his Web site:  www.profslw.com
