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Introduction

Assaf Shapira | Ofer Kenig | Gideon Rahat

Israeli political parties are currently undergoing a severe crisis; their
situation is worse than in the past and worse than in other countries, and
the crisis in the aggregative democratic parties is particularly bad. This is
manifested not only in their declining electoral support but also in the
weakening of their linkage with society and the flourishing of personal
politics in Israel. Apparently, the parties have been unable to adapt to
far-reaching changes—social, cultural, technological, and political—
that have occurred in Israel and in all developed democracies in recent

decades.
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The Reconstruction of Israeli Political Parties

The problem with party decline is that political parties are vital to
representative democracy. They are still the main actors that can provide
a stable framework for representing and aggregating worldviews and
interests, enabling politicians to engage in coordinated political action,
and gaining voters’ support. The existing alternatives—for instance,
direct democracy via referenda, representative democracy based on a
direct vote for individual candidates rather than parties, or nonpartisan
interest groups—are inadequate. In particular, they cannot take over
the role of parties as an essential component in the web of checks and
balances of liberal democracy. The basic assumption is therefore that
parties will remain major actors in politics, and this is good —but we have
to find ways of strengthening them and thus strengthening democratic

governance in general.

All four of the articles in this collection concern the reconstruction of
Israeli political parties. All share the concern about the current state
of political parties in Israel, the understanding that parties are vital to
the functioning of a stable democracy, and a desire to propose a way
to maintain successful parties with an internal democratic life. Each
article adopts different emphases when defining the problem, and, most

significantly, suggests a different solution.

The first article was written by the three editors of this volume. All three
of us have been working on the subject for years, but this is the first time
we have presented an overall, comprehensive plan for reconstructing the
parties. Our article begins by answering a few preliminary fundamental
questions: What is a party? What is the role of a party? What is the
present state of political parties in Israel? What is the state of intra-party
democracy and is it related to the parties’ success? We then present a
long list of recommendations for remedial action on the level of the state

and the level of the party.
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The second article is by Tomer Lotan, who makes use of both research
and strategic-political experience (among his other positions, he was Avi
Gabbay'’s chief of staff when Gabbay was leader of the Labor party) and
demonstrates sharp analytical ability. Lotan focuses on the intra-party
arena and proposes a middle ground, or a third way, for reconstructing
the parties: a path between that of the old democratic parties, which he
maintains follow an archaic model, and the centralized, undemocratic
model of the new leader-centered parties. Recognizing the weaknesses
(and strengths) of the democratic parties, Lotan suggests a new model
that will enable the parties to maintain internal democracy while not

wallowing in the mud of endless internal conflicts.

The third article was written by Anika Gauja, a world-renowned professor
of political science from Australia who specializes in political parties in
general and party reform in particular. Gauja argues that while the era of
individual politics poses numerous challenges for parties, it also presents
opportunities for beneficial reforms. The first part of her article looks at
a series of organizational reforms that parties can adopt by changing
their internal structures and processes; the second part examines
reforms that would require legislation. What makes the article unique
is the combination of an outside perspective on Israeli party politics and
research-based knowledge about reforms adopted by political parties in

other countries.

The last article is by Niv Shoval, who at the time he wrote it was a
research assistant at the Israel Democracy Institute and a student at the
Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Like the other authors of this collection,
Shoval proposes remedies to the parties’ present-day problems based
on research pertaining to the state and parties. What makes his article
unique is its combination of extensive research knowledge and a fresh,
novel, and idealistic approach. He considers how to convince people who

want to be politically active and who are, in fact, politically active to do so
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within a party and how to make the parties attractive. According to him,

succeeding in this task can increase trust in the parties.

Lotan’s article is different from the others. Lotan comes mainly from
the world of political action, whereas the other authors come from the
world of research (academic and applied). Our article and those of Gauja
and Shoval propose models for a party characterized by broad internal
democracy, based on addressing current challenges as well as failures in
the conduct of Israeli democratic parties until now. In contrast, Lotan’s
proposed model is intended from the start to propose a middle ground
between internal democracy and leader-centered parties. Therefore,
alongside certain similarities between his model and the others (e.g.,
greater online party activity), there are also differences. One major
difference concerns the methods proposed for selecting candidates:
Lotan recommends giving the party leader a much more significant role.
However, that does not necessarily mean that the proposed models are
mutually contradictory: they all call for a system with strong democratic

foundations, and different models can be relevant to different parties.
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