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The Israeli election results of 2013 might well prove to be a watershed -- but not in the way that anyone expected (or hoped).


The overall balance between Israel's "Right" and "Left" didn't change very much, although it is now clear that "Center" has to be added to the mix. Yair Lapid's victory with the Yesh Atid party that he established will not automatically revive peace talks with the Palestinians, for two reasons. First, he is not a "Leftist"; second, the peace process is quite far down on his list of national priorities. So don't expect any quick or significant movement on that front.


What, then, did change in this election? To understand the answer to this question one has to return to Israel's campaign history. From 1949 (the country's first election campaign) until and including 1992, elections were marked by fierce ideological debates of substance: Socialism vs. Free Market; peace with our neighbors vs. Greater Israel; Ashkenazi dominance or inclusion of "Second Israel"; the degree to which religion and state should be combined. 


Then in 1996, the young, brash, U.S.-educated Benjamin Netanyahu entered the fray, bringing sophisticated, professional "political marketing" into Israel's heretofore traditional election campaigns. However, this was no mere whim -- it made eminent sense given two new phenomena on the Israeli scene. First, direct elections for the prime ministership, in addition to the usual party-list ballot. Second, the introduction of commercial television after decades of public Channel One monopoly. The personalization of Israeli campaigning had begun, increasing and broadening with every subsequent campaign (Barak the decorated war hero; Sharon -- ditto; etc).


What happened in 2013? In the Likud/Yisrael Beitenu campaign, no one other than Netanyahu appeared on its TV and outdoor election propaganda (Lieberman "disappeared" from view after his indictment by the State Attorney General). It was as if the electorate wasn't choosing a party but rather a "Chief" with unknown soldiers behind him. Even more amazingly, the party did not even publish a political platform! This would have been unthinkable in the days of Ben-Gurion and Begin -- after all, Zionist political parties and their supporters cared deeply for something, even if they were deeply divided on what precisely that "something" was. Not even the "two states for two peoples" policy that Netanyahu announced in his famous 2009 Bar-Ilan University speech was mentioned during this campaign. When the party spokesman was asked if the Likud still adhered to his proclamation, the response was that "the Likud includes a diversity of opinions...". As a result of its "pareve" stance on the issues and over-reliance on the leader, the list crashed -- from 42 seats in the outgoing Knesset (both parties separately) to a mere 31 for the unified list in 2013.


And the clear winners? Yesh Atid (19 seats) and Ha'Bayit Ha'Yehudi (12). On the face of it, these might seem to be new versions of the hyper-personalization syndrome, with both Yair Lapid and Naftali Bennet, respectively, very attractive -- even charismatic -- party leaders. But that isn't what did the trick for them; rather, they had a laser-like focus on their core issues. Lapid's party emphasized the need to draft the haredim into the army, to change the election system, and to lower the economic burden on the middle class; Bennet's party also stressed the army draft issue, as well as no compromising on the settlements issue. Moreover, their election campaigns highlighted the heterogeneity of their party list candidates: religious and secular (in the past, one never found secular candidates on a religious party list as was now the case with Bayit Yehudi; conversely, a rabbi was number 2 in Lapid's secular party list); a good number of women in both; and other impressive types of socio-demographic diversity. In short, these two parties' candidates as well as their clearly staked-out ideological positions made them stand out -- and they were rewarded by the voters. 


In the 1984 U.S. elections, President Reagan devastated the Mondale campaign with the famous line: "Where's the Beef?"  In 2013, Netanyahu "lost" the election because he refused to provide any beef to the Israeli electorate, something that Lapid and Bennet were very eager to do. From the standpoint of political "marketing" in Israel, this could well augur in the future a return to substance at the expense of style and personality.

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

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
