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THERE IS NO SHORTAGE of analysis devoted to the current state of Israel’s 
political system whether by Israeli or Western analysts, scholars, and journalists. 
Most of them uncritically accept that system’s terms of reference and privilege an 
Israeli perspective. As part of its Current Issues in Depth series, the Institute for 
Palestine Studies is pleased to offer readers an original point of view assessing the 
roots of the crises within that system, which, in March 2021, will experience its 
fourth parliamentary election in the space of twenty-three months.

A political scientist at Tel Aviv University, Amal Jamal has a unique vantage 
point, both within Israeli academia and as a member of the Palestinian minority 
in Israel who are citizens of the state but not part of the nation which the state 
was expressly and exclusively created to serve. Sensitive to aspects of Israeli politics 
that are overlooked by other observers, Jamal offers us the views of someone who is 
embedded within the Israeli system and its discursive world, but is at the same time 
an outsider with distinctive insights.

The essay reflects not only on the reasons for the stalemate that has produced a 
series of inconclusive elections in Israel, but also on the reasons for the extraordinary 
staying power of Benjamin Netanyahu, who has become Israel’s longest serving 
prime minister, eclipsing the record of David Ben-Gurion. Jamal shows that 
this political Houdini has managed to retain power in spite of multiple criminal 
indictments against him, notwithstanding his degradation of constitutional, legal, 
political, and ethical norms, and in the face of harsh critiques of his government’s 
handling of the Covid-19 pandemic. (Although Israel boasts the world’s highest 
vaccination rate, it also has one of the world’s highest infection rates in proportional 
terms, just behind the United States.) 

Netanyahu’s centrality to the Israeli political landscape, Jamal shows, is a 
testament to his political cunning and agility, as well as to his ability to ride and 
shape the populist-nationalist current that has come to dominate that landscape. 
Jamal argues that the nationalist theses propounded for so long by Netanyahu 
have become mainstream, part of a process whereby a “peace camp”––a politically 
weighty current that advocates as a vital priority a compromise settlement with the 
Palestinians––no longer exists a in Israel.

In addition to examining how these largely internal factors affect the Israeli 
political system and shape its current crisis, this essay examines the ways that 
Netanyahu has manipulated the issue of the annexation of more Palestinian 
territory to both maintain his supremacy within the system and normalize the 
idea politically. Similarly, it shows how Netanyahu was able shape the Trump 
administration’s [so-called] peace plan, and to benefit from its engineering of the 
normalization of relations between Israel and several Arab governments. Jamal 
cites an Israeli analyst as arguing that the plan’s language suggests that its authors 
were “most probably Jewish-Israelis and those that identify with them who are very 
remote from the Arab side and its demands.” 

INTRODUCTION
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This monograph illustrates the almost seamless strategic consensus between all 
major Israeli political leaders and factions regarding the maintenance of Israel’s 
overall control of the entire territory from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan 
River, the strengthening of Israel regionally via normalizing relations with Arab 
states, and the simultaneous sidelining of the Palestine issue. Finally, Jamal offers 
an insight into the existence of what he calls a “red line,” a wall-to-wall consensus 
among Zionist parties to exclude Arab political parties from access to governing 
power within the Israeli political system. At the same time, he suggests ways in 
which that situation may change in the future. 

By delving into the roots of the recent near-paralysis of the Israeli electoral 
system, which has paradoxically been combined with the unchallenged domination 
of Israeli politics by Benjamin Netanyahu, this essay offers indispensable 
background for understanding not only Israel’s political evolution over the past few 
years, but also possible developments after the Knesset election scheduled to take 
place in March 2021. 
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ISRAEL is undergoing a profound and protracted political crisis, despite 
what appear to be flourishing strategic and diplomatic relations with its regional 
neighbors. Political turbulence reached new heights after April 2020, during the 
national emergency precipitated by the Covid-19 pandemic. Following three rounds 
of elections within eighteen months, the main parties to the contest settled for a 
power-sharing arrangement to manage the serious social and economic fallout from 
the pandemic and to facilitate national reconciliation between the different elements 
of Israel’s highly polarized society. The Knesset swore in the new government, 
headed by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, on 17 May 2020, yet it collapsed 
seven months later. Unable to pass a state budget before the end of the calendar 
year, as required by law, the government fell automatically on 23 December 2020. 
The fall of the so-called national emergency government mirrors the deep social, 
political, institutional, and constitutional crises brewing in Israel since 2009. 

 Israel’s political stalemate is the result of the intricate relationship between 
its social and political cleavages and the country’s proportional electoral system, 
which has led to a plethora of parties in the Knesset and made it difficult to form a 
stable coalition. That political reality is manifested in the resulting split along two 
major fault-lines: right and center-left. In more concrete terms, the crisis manifests 
in the inability of Likud—the largest Knesset party, headed by long-standing 
premier Netanyahu—to guarantee a stable majority, without which no other 
party has been able to form an alternative government. It is a paradoxical political 
reality wherein the only person with enough Knesset seats to enable him to form a 
government is Netanyahu, but without sufficient support to give him the necessary 
majority to rule as he wishes.   

The three rounds of elections held between April 2019 and March 2020 were 
telling of the serious effort involved to dislodge the Likud from its dominant role 
and replace Netanyahu in the prime minister’s office. That effort resulted in many 
Israelis voting for the newly established Kahol Lavan party, headed by former chief 
of staff Benny Gantz. Even though his party won an unprecedented number of 
Knesset seats in a relatively short period of time over three election cycles, Gantz 
frittered away the political capital he built up with the public by capitulating and 
accepting to join a coalition government with Netanyahu following the third round 
in March 2020. This unexpected development, which immediately led to a split 
in Kahol Lavan ranks, resulted in the formation of the Netanyahu-Gantz national 
emergency government. This appears to have been just one more maneuver by 
Netanyahu to secure a stable majority for a government in which he does not have 
to share the prime minister’s office with anyone, as he had to do under the coalition 
agreement with Kahol Lavan. 

 Netanyahu has thus managed to abolish the threat posed to his sole rule 
by Kahol Lavan, which has nearly disintegrated as a political party. According to 
polls conducted after the fall of the Netanyahu-Gantz government, Kahol Lavan, 
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once the promise of the center-left bloc in Israel, with aspirations to oust Netanyahu 
and the Likud from power, has lost the public’s trust. The party that won thirty-
five seats in the April 2019 election sought to join with others in order to pass 
the threshold in the March 2021 ballot. Yet the reality is, no serious center-left 
challenge to Netanyahu remains. The right-wing bloc’s leading figures and parties 
are the only serious contenders in the game.

 The disintegration of the two major blocs that have dominated Israeli 
politics in recent decades may yield new opportunities, although these remain 
difficult to anticipate. But the short-lived experiment with a coalition government 
of rotating prime ministers is an opportunity to examine the functioning and 
ramifications of domestic Israeli politics and to explore developments such as the 
normalizing of relations with several Arab countries. The deep antagonism between 
various segments of Israeli society, and the resentment of Netanyahu and his corrupt 
and autocratic leadership style have not been obstacles to Netanyahu’s promotion 
of a strategic vision that seeks to not only normalize relations with Arab states prior 
to resolving the conflict with the Palestinians, but to instrumentalize normalization 
to entirely sideline that conflict. Israel is bracing for a fourth round of elections 
in less than two years, and recent polls show the Likud as the single largest party 
in the Knesset, although it cannot necessarily form a stable government. This 
reflects the state of deep crisis in Israel, and the public’s growing mistrust in the 
political system. It also calls into question Israel’s ability to contain the expectations 
of antagonistic groups in society. The promise held by the establishment of the 
national emergency government, as well as the institutional and legal changes that 
were introduced to make it possible, and the implications of its fast disintegration 
for the future of the Israeli political system all point to the importance of examining 
that government’s trajectory.

  The national emergency government saw two competing blocs—the 
right-wing bloc, led by the Likud1, and the center-left bloc, headed by the rump 
of Kahol Lavan2—coming together to heal the rift among Israel’s citizenry after a 
long period of incitement and mutual delegitimization. Despite the large numerical 
disparity between the blocs, the government was established on the basis of total 
parity between the two. The Likud bloc counted fifty-four Knesset members 
(MKs), of whom thirty-six belonged to the party, while Kahol Lavan counted only 
twenty MKs, three of them affiliated with Labor and two with Derekh Eretz3, the 
faction that split off from Kahol Lavan after the March 2020 ballot. To satisfy the 
demands of all partners, the cabinet included several ministerial positions created 
solely for that purpose. As a result, the national emergency government was the 
largest cabinet in Israeli history, with a total of fifty-two positions: thirty-six cabinet 
ministers and sixteen deputy ministers. 

Pundits had not anticipated the national emergency government in any of 
their pre-election scenarios, so it came as a surprise. It also entailed a personal 
gain for Netanyahu, Israel’s prime minister since 2009. Although unable to win 
a decisive majority in three elections, Netanyahu navigated the near-stalemate 
to maintain his grip on power and undermine his rivals inside the government 
coalition while systematically eroding constitutional mechanisms that would 
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limit that power. By challenging 
the authority of law enforcement 
institutions, including the judicial 
system and the office of the attorney 
general, and by delegitimizing his 
opponents using every populist 
tactic in the playbook, Netanyahu 
destabilized Israel’s political system, 
weakening the checks and balances 
that guard against authoritarian 
rule. At the same time, he succeeded 
in maintaining Likud’s historical 
links with the two ultra-Orthodox parties, the Shas (nine seats), and the Yahadut 
HaTorah4 (seven seats).5 He was also able to keep out of the coalition the nationalist-
religious list Yamina6, most closely identified with the settler movement, and thus 
did not invite either of its leaders, Naftali Bennett and Ayelet Shaked, to join the 
government. 

By contrast, the parity government marks a setback for the center-left bloc 
headed by Gantz, the first candidate to pose a real threat to Netanyahu’s rule in 
a decade: composed of Kahol Lavan, the Labor party, Meretz,7 and Gesher.8 The 
bloc fell apart soon after the election. Kahol Lavan, which had initially won thirty-
three Knesset seats, dwindled to fourteen because seventeen Yesh Atid-Telem MKs, 
headed by Yair Lapid and Moshe Yaalon, split from Kahol Lavan and did not join 
the coalition government. Two other MKs, Yoaz Hendel and Zvi Hauser, who 
belonged to Telem and ran on the Kahol Lavan list, established a new Knesset 
faction and joined the coalition. Simultaneously, one Gesher MK went over to 
the right-wing bloc, and three Meretz MKs did not join the coalition. These splits 
within the Kahol Lavan list were, in the long run, big gains for Likud. Despite 
not being able secure an absolute majority allowing him to form a right-wing 
government, Netanyahu eliminated the potential threat of a rival party, the first to 
pose a counterweight to Likud in more than a decade. Using patriotic rhetoric, the 
heads of the small Kahol Lavan faction cited the necessity of ending Netanyahu’s 
decade-long solo rule as justification for their decision to join the national 
emergency government. Gantz emphasized that this was a time of crisis, and that 
he was committed to help repair the damage done by the previous government. The 
formation of the parity government, he said, would give him the authority to curb 
Netanyahu’s power.    

Several questions arise when reflecting on the circumstances that led to the 
formation of the national emergency government, as well as its functioning and 
its implications for the Israeli polity. How did Netanyahu succeed in smashing 
the Kahol Lavan alliance and winning the trust of Gantz despite his constant and 
systematic attacks on both? What is the division of labor within this government, 
and how does it function? Not just in terms of how it conducts its business, but in 
the broader sense—its implications for the Israeli regime and the stability of the 
entire political system. Before addressing these questions, a review of Israel’s current 
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political reality is in order. What are the circumstances that led to the political 
stalemate? What are the motivations of the main political parties that joined the 
government? This context, to be addressed in the following section, will illuminate 
the implications of the political, social, and cultural cleavages in Israeli society that 
led to the formation of such an unexpected government.

For the national emergency government to form, legal changes were introduced 
that will have deep and long-standing constitutional consequences, especially with 
respect to the government’s system of checks and balances. As a legal document, 
the coalition agreement highlights the political compromises made to ease the 
mutual suspicion between the coalition partners and to facilitate the constitutional 
tinkering required to guarantee parity between two asymmetrical political blocs. 
Exploring the coalition agreement helps to better understand the ramifications 
of a populist political discourse and its role in destabilizing the Israeli regime’s 
institutional structure.9 Even though the election campaign was harsh and ugly, 
the competing blocs built a joint coalition, thereby staving off the possibility of an 
alternative headed by Kahol Lavan with support from the Joint List representing 
Arab voters. Looking at how this came about provides insight into Israel’s growing 
ethno-nationalist political culture and the way it is manifested both in the domestic 
arena and in the state’s regional strategic and security policies. It is important 
to note that Kahol Lavan won the support of over one million voters. But its 
willingness to abandon the possibility of building a minority coalition backed 
by Arab MKs, and its decision to join forces instead with Netanyahu—despite 
three criminal indictiments against him that required the introduction of serious 
constitutional modifications to guarantee him the post of premier—deserve closer 
scrutiny. Growing public mistrust of the Israeli political system and widespread 
ethno-national extremism in Jewish Israeli society meant that Gantz and his 
colleagues did not dare establish a government with the support of the Arab Joint 
List.10

The analysis that follows will address these issues by examining the political, 
legal, and constitutional significance of the coalition agreement. It will also shed 
light on the government’s decision-making procedures, especially with regard to the 
enormous disparities in its performance—failing to face the health and economic 
challenges of the coronavirus crisis, on the one hand, and successfully promoting 
normalization agreements with Arab Gulf states, and thereby continuing to 
transform the regional balance of power in favor of the Israeli state, on the other. 
With this in mind, I explore the debate over the implementation of the Trump 
“Peace to Prosperity” plan; Netanyahu’s intention to annex large parts of the 
occupied Palestinian territories (oPt); and the sudden plot twist that apparently 
traded the annexation plan for a normalization agreement with the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain, without the knowledge of Netanyahu’s major 
government partners, the defense and foreign ministers, Gantz and Gabi Ashkenazi, 
both from Kahol Lavan. This apparently unscripted development, which followed a 
heated debate over the annexation plan inside Israel, brings into focus how regional 
and international conditions enabled the government to circumvent its own policies, 
and how each of the coalition partners exploited such conditions to promote their 
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own vision and strengthen their hand. I conclude the discussion with a few insights 
that might point to possible future developments both domestically and in Israel’s 
regional and international relations, as well as to the interdependency between the 
two. 

Rationalizing the Netanyahu-Gantz Parity Government  

Unlike the coalition governments of the 1980s, the parity government of 
Netanyahu and Gantz is not based on an equal distribution of seats in the Knesset. 
After three rounds of elections spanning 2019 and early 2020, the right-wing bloc 
entered into negotiations on the formation of a government with fifty-nine MKs 
(Likud: thirty-six; Shas: nine; Yahadut HaTorah: seven; Yamina: six),11 whereas 
Kahol Lavan came to the table with fewer than twenty MKs.12 Kahol Lavan’s 
disintegration during the parity government negotiations created a new reality 
wherein the larger bloc seized the opportunity to co-opt the rump of the minority 
party into a government that enabled Netanyahu to continue steering the country 
from his prime ministerial office. The asymmetry in political power between the 
two blocs, and Likud’s willingness to consent to a parity government highlighted 
the degree to which this was a last resort option made inevitable by the election 
results, especially in light of Kahol Lavan’s unwillingness to form a potential 
coalition supported by the Joint List. Gantz’s refusal to seriously contemplate such 
an alternative marks the ethno-national red lines of political legitimacy embedded 
in the Israeli political system. The center-left party followed its predecessors in not 
seeing Arab parties as legitimate coalition partners, even when such a partnership 
could have translated into Joint List support without the Arab party having to join 
the government. 

The parity government also marked the extent of Netanyahu’s political cynicism 
and seemingly endless maneuvering to safeguard his political rule in the foreseeable 
future. After the third round of elections, his negotiation strategy was to exploit the 
health and economic crises precipitated by the pandemic to prevent his opponents 
from having the Jewish majority necessary to establish an alternative government. 
Instrumentalizing Israel’s ethnic cleavages, Netanyahu obtained fundamental and 
strategic concessions from an opponent seeking to become a legitimate player in the 
political game, the opponent in question being Gantz, who was Israel’s army chief 
of staff during one of the most tumultuous periods of Netanyahu’s rule, namely the 
2014 assault on Gaza, code-named Operation Protective Edge.13

The intensive and tense negotiations on the coalition agreement between the 
two rivals exposed not only the mutual suspicion between them and the social 
segments they represent but also the no-choice reality they were up against. Both 
Netanyahu and Gantz had to walk back their campaign rhetoric: for Netanyahu, 
the manipulative allegation that Gantz did not have the skills necessary to take 
on a leading role; and for Gantz, that he would never participate in a Netanyahu 
government. Justifying their decision to join forces and rationalizing the betrayal of 
their constituencies, both emphasized that the economic crisis/national emergency 
due to the Covid-19 pandemic made it incumbent upon them to work together. 
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Post-election opinion polls indicated that a fourth round of elections would neither 
break the stalemate nor guarantee either side a decisive majority. This reality forced 
both sides to swallow the bitter pill of collaboration, and settle for what they saw at 
the time as the optimal gain to be made in the circumstances. 

Be that as it may, it is worth analyzing why a fifty-four strong Knesset bloc 
was ready to share power with a party less than half its size, a party that went on 
to lose most of its support because it did not meet voters’ campaign expectations. 
Furthermore, it is noteworthy that an experienced leader like Netanyahu agreed to 
share the position of prime minister with someone who has never held a ministerial 
seat and whom he repeatedly depicted as incompetent during the election campaign. 
Parsing these two issues is important. First, it provides insight into the nature of the 
coalition agreement; second, it enables us to better grasp how such an ambiguous 
agreement came about, even though it was carefully formulated to satisfy all parties’ 
expectations. 

Here, it is worth recalling the official justifications provided by Netanyahu 
and Gantz for entering into the negotiations that led to the formation of the 
coalition. Netanyahu claimed that such a government was in line with his long-
standing policy of uniting and serving the people. He posted on Facebook: “I 
promised the people of Israel a national emergency government that would save 
lives and livelihoods … I will continue doing everything for your sake, citizens 
of Israel.” In positioning himself as the leader of the entire Israeli people, he 
attempted to demonstrate that he had delivered on his campaign promises and 
met the expectations of the wider citizenry, not just his own voters. In contrast, 
Gantz tweeted that “we prevented [a] fourth [round of] elections. We will protect 
democracy. We will fight against Corona and take care of all the citizens of Israel. 
There is a national emergency government.”15 Casting himself as Israel’s savior, 
Gantz emphasized three points justifying his decision to join the government. 
First, taking national responsibility by preventing a further round of elections, 
something that would be expensive and inappropriate during a health and economic 
crisis. Second, protecting democracy at a time when his opponent was constantly 
challenging its institutions and norms. Third, fighting the Covid-19 pandemic, the 
implication being that the previous Netanyahu-led government had not done a good 
job and that his own participation was necessary to properly address this national 
emergency. 

These official pronouncements do not reflect the real interests that drove the 
two leaders to put aside the bad blood between them and join forces in a parity 
government that lacks a minimal common denominator to guarantee its stability. 
Netanyahu’s reasons for and interest in acquiescing to a parity government are 
manifold, and combating the pandemic is not among them.16 If this were a real 
goal, the filling of the health minister position would not have been an afterthought 
or a trivial bargaining matter, given the fiasco that was his predecessor.17 Netanyahu 
was motivated by several interrelated issues, first among them the need to eliminate 
any political challenge to his rule. The emergence of Kahol Lavan signaled, for 
the first time since 2009, that a competing party could win an equal or greater 
number of Knesset seats than Likud: 35/35 in April 2019 and 33/32 in September 
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2019. While Kahol Lavan did 
not garner sufficient support 
to establish a Jewish-majority 
coalition, it still posed a danger 
that Netanyahu had not recently 
experienced. Furthermore, it was 
the first time that an alternative 
coalition supported by Arab 
MKs became a possibility, as 
had happened during the second 
Yitzhak Rabin-led government 
in the 1990s. The possibility 
of a government coalition not 
led by Likud meant losing the 

powerful prime ministerial post, and the passage of legislation that could block 
Netanyahu’s ability to ever be prime minister again. The possible amendment of 
the Basic Law – Government to stop a criminally indicted candidate from heading 
a government posed a fatal challenge for Netanyahu. Unlike his position as leader 
of the opposition under Ehud Olmert’s government (2006–2009),18 when he called 
on Olmert to resign, Netanyahu argued that the legal order allows him to remain 
in office until a trial is held and that he would have to leave office only if convicted. 
Given his electoral invincibility, Netanyahu sees the allegations against him, which 
he claims are baseless, as an effort to topple him.19 Deploying populist rhetoric, 
the prime minister decries the endeavor as a violation of the will of the majority, 
an anti-democratic move orchestrated by his opponents in cahoots with the 
attorney general and the judiciary’s top echelons. The accusation leveled against his 
opponents, as well as the judicial system and the media, reached an unprecedented 
pitch when Netanyahu spoke in the lobby of the courthouse before his trial opened 
in May,20 laying bare his determination to avoid being tried as a regular citizen. 

Veteran political analyst Akiva Eldar convincingly frames Netanyahu’s 
motivation for accepting a coalition government that compromises his power as 
follows: “It is highly doubtful that Netanyahu presciently identified the coronavirus 
threat, but he undoubtedly identified its potential to be a vaccine against his 
personal ruin by a move from the prime minister’s office to a jail cell. The official 
name of this vaccine is ‘national emergency government.’ But the more appropriate 
title for this government … would be ‘personal salvation government.’”21 To 
enhance his position and justify his argument that the emergency government lay 
at the heart of the national interest, after the election Netanyahu appealed to public 
opinion with a number of messages in favor of a national unity government.22

The first line of argument was economic, with Netanyahu pressuring Kahol 
Lavan to join forces with him in the name of national commitment and patriotism 
to alleviate the economic crisis caused by the pandemic. In this context, he argued 
that going for a fourth round of elections would be irresponsible and dangerous 
and that he would do everything in his power to prevent it. Were such an election 
to to take place, he would not bear responsibility for its occurrence, he said. That 

For the national 
emergency government 
to form, legal changes 
were introduced that 
will have deep and long-
standing constitutional 
consequences, especially 
with respect to the 
government’s system of 
checks and balances.“
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argument has been constantly undermined by him after forming the government 
through the lack of commitment to the coalition’s full three-year term, as evidenced 
by his efforts to challenge Kahol Lavan, exploiting every lacuna in the coalition 
agreement to advance his own agenda, namely determining the timing of new 
elections that would deliver the majority he needs to nix his trial.23

The second message advanced the notion that because of the public health crisis 
there had to be deficit spending and the budget needed reconfiguring. He argued 
that this was better done after a new government was elected, although it was legally 
possible for his own transitional government to have done so prior to the formation 
of the parity government. Netanyahu’s intention to exploit the challenging 
economic situation for his own interests was revealed when a serious crisis around 
the state budget arose three months after the parity government was established. He 
blocked the possibility of passing a two-year budget per the coalition agreement and 
negotiated for passing only a one-year budget in order to retain the option to topple 
the government whenever he sees fit, and thereby sidestep handing over the post of 
prime minister to Gantz, as they agreed was to happen in November 2021. 

However, when he realized that the timing was not right for another election, 
as a result of the second wave of the pandemic and of his ultra-Orthodox partners’ 
reluctance to see a new election held, he agreed in August to postpone the 
budget issue until 23 December 2020, when the 2021 budget would have to be 
negotiated.24 Given the fact that he was not ready to introduce a two-year budget 
in early December and given his insistence on passing the 2020 budget before 
23 December, leaving the 2021 budget up for negotiation in the early months of 
2021demonstrates Netanyahu’s cunning: He maneuvered the situation to keep the 
door open for a crisis that would enable him to call for a new election, all the while 
retaining his position as prime minister. 

Understanding that not passing a budget was the only way to override coalition 
agreement stipulations enabled Netanyahu to hold the budget hostage. Specifically, 
if one of the two partners did not respect the agreement and a new election was 
called, the leader of the other camp would automatically become the head of 
the transitional government until an election took place. Since he could remain 
prime minister until a new government was formed following a new election, and 
since most surveys showed that he was the only leader able to form a coalition, he 
risked the government’s stability and precipitated a serious coalition crisis around 
the budget. A third line of argument Netanyahu put forward was the need for an 
emergency government to deal with the health crisis, even though he regularly 
boasted about Israel being in the vanguard of combating Covid-19.25 Netanyahu 
concealed that the Ministry of Health was under his direct control and would 
remain in the hands of Likud appointees after a new government was established. 

A fourth message was that a unity government would guarantee stability and 
avert the need for a fourth round of elections. Therefore, those claiming to speak 
in the national interest and to protect democracy, such as Gantz, would prove their 
good faith only if they joined forces with the Likud bloc. 

A fifth message was that a unity government would help bridge the gap 
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between the two main blocs and ease the incitement and racism that permeated 
the campaigns. With such a message, Netanyahu could blame his rivals for the 
incitement rhetoric and the tribalization/polarization of politics in the country. By 
calling for an emergency government, he portrayed himself as the most responsible 
national leader, the only one capable of overcoming Israel’s health, economic, and 
political crises, as if he had not been the head of the government for the past decade.

In the face of Netanyahu’s rhetoric and in order to secure his own party’s 
political future, Gantz pushed back against the delegitimization of his leadership 
and expanded his chances of winning the prime minister’s office. Although he had 
a Knesset majority and received the go-ahead from the Israeli president to form a 
government, he could not square the circle of bringing together the radical right-
wing nationalist Yisrael Beiteinu party and the ultra-Orthodox parties, on the one 
hand, and the Joint List, on the other. He gave up on taking the radical step in 
Israeli politics of winning the majority of Arab MKs’ votes and opted for a national 
emergency government under the leadership of his bitter rival. He made several 
arguments to justify his decision, and although his base was left unconvinced, he 
rallied support from some Kahol Lavan voters.26

Gantz argued that although he had won a majority of the Knesset’s support, it 
was not possible to guarantee a majority to build a government, since several MKs 
from his bloc were not ready to back a government based on Joint List support. 
The internal opposition inside his own party and the unwillingness of Derekh 
Eretz to back him if he joined forces with the Joint List were not the only reasons 
to decide to establish an emergency government with Netanyahu. Gantz had said 
during his campaign that the Joint List would not be part of his government.27 Left 
with few options, Gantz opted for a national emergency government rather than 
form a minority government with the backing of the Joint List. Although he paid 
a heavy price for joining the government in terms of losing voter trust, at least he 
demonstrated political responsibility, thereby negating his rival’s allegations and  
guaranteeing his ability to seriously impact the process of decision-making from 
within. 

A second argument Gantz made to justify his decision to join Netanyahu in 
forming a national emergency government was that sharing responsibility meant 
sharing power: a parity government would give Gantz veto power over any matter 
that threatened the rule of law, democracy, or Israel’s strategic interests—the last 
alluding to Netanyahu’s plan to annex Palestinian lands, which Gantz alleged 
would jeopardize Israel’s regional security and international support.28 That Gantz 
was unable to curb Netanyahu’s ambitions, which ultimately led to the government’s 
fall, points to the veteran premier’s ability to subject the entire political system to 
his whims. It also highlights the disappointment of broad segments of Israeli society 
that want to see the following: an end to the autocratic populism supported by a 
loyal conservative and nationalist, and broadly Mizrahi, social base; the restoration 
of the rule of law; and the triumph of statist values (mamlakhtiyut).29 
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The Coalition Agreement: Political and Constitutional 
Significance

The national emergency government was established after a long and fractious 
process of negotiation, marked by manipulation and intrigue. Neither side was 
satisfied with the new arrangement. Each made clear that it had entered into a 
partnership because it was left with no other choice. The power-sharing agreement 
they signed went through several drafts and had to be amended to meet the 
requirements of the government’s legal adviser, who is also the attorney general.30 
I will address several central components of the agreement to shed light on the 
motivations for both sides to show flexibility in adapting the institutional and 
legal structure to the pressing need of unity. Such an exercise reveals the policy 
approaches and the priorities agreed upon by the parties, and exposes the mutual 
suspicion that led to formulating the agreed-upon issues in convoluted legal terms.        

Below, I differentiate between three aspects of the coalition agreement that 
help us better understand the willingness of both sides to submit the long-standing 
rules of the game to their needs: first, its institutional dimensions, relating to 
the government’s structure and internal division of labor; second, its legal and 
constitutional dimensions; and third, those elements that pertain to the strategic 
and foreign relations of the state, specifically, the most prominent items on the 
diplomatic agenda at the time, the Trump Peace to Prosperity plan and Netanyahu’s 
pledge to annex large parts of the oPt. 

Institutional Dimensions

According to the agreement, the new coalition government is an emergency 
national unity government of three years duration, whose first six months is defined 
as an emergency period when legislation and policies will pertain mostly to the crisis 
resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic. Thus, the incoming government’s initial task 
is to address the most urgent issues arising from the economic, health, and social 
repercussions of the pandemic, with all other legislative items to be postponed.31 
Accordingly, a special cabinet with its own budget was to be established that would 
centralize the needed policies and regulations to confront the pandemic and provide 
the necessary financial relief to the many citizens who had lost jobs and to the 
businesses that were shut down.

 The government’s political authority would be shared by its two 
constituent blocs, and any disagreement (which arose almost immediately) would 
be resolved through negotiations between the two blocs’ heads, the prime minister 
(Netanyahu) and the alternate premier and defense minister (Gantz). This part of 
the agreement required the introduction of radical institutional changes32 since the 
new government would be headed by two people with the same authority, each of 
whom would be fully responsible for the ministers and deputy ministers from their 
bloc. The number of ministers was set at thirty-two, with sixteen deputy ministers.33 
Some portfolios, such as foreign affairs, would also be shared by the two blocs, each 
for a period of eighteen months, starting with Kahol Lavan. Initially, the two parties 
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agreed to postpone appointments to 
high-ranking civil service positions 
until the end of the initial six-month 
emergency period. This compromise 
over civil service appointments 
reflected the deep mistrust and 
profound disagreements between 
the two sides and became another 
source of friction between the 
partners. 

The original draft of the 
coalition agreement invoked the 
establishment of a special committee 
tasked with high-ranking civil 
service appointments, such as those 
for state attorney and the chief 
commissioner of police, whose terms 

had come to an end, and for the attorney general, whose term was ending soon. 
Given that such appointments have major implications for policy related to the rule 
of law, especially with a sitting prime minister facing three criminal indictments and 
a trial in progress, this was a sensitive issue for both parties. Netanyahu’s relentless 
criticism of all those responsible for bringing charges against him (particularly 
the attorney general), and his outsize ability to influence the selection process, put 
Kahol Lavan in a difficult position: While it was able to prevent Netanyahu from 
being directly involved in the appointment of senior officials with the power to 
determine his legal and, consequently, political future, it was unable to guarantee 
that his loyalists would not impact the process. In terms of the coalition agreement, 
this translated into the establishment of a committee to select nominees for these 
positions based on the principle of parity, but since the prime minister retains veto 
power over these appointments, Kahol Lavan effectively granted Netanyahu an 
indirect say in the process. In effect, the coalition agreement has facilitated the 
ability of a criminally indicted individual to impact the appointment of the people 
responsible for his political fate. The agreement has also politicized law enforcement 
appointments, thereby damaging public trust in the institutions responsible for the 
rule of law.34 

Although this is not the place to delve into the section of the agreement that 
deals with the committee for appointing court justices (including to the Supreme 
Court), it is pertinent to draw attention to the importance of this committee for 
two reasons: the first relates to the right-wing bloc’s overarching goal of appointing 
more conservative justices to the Supreme Court. Achieving such a goal would 
transform the coutry’s judicial culture, which, for Likud and its partners, has 
become too liberal and has gradually elevated the principle of equality into a 
central characteristic of the Israeli constitutional tradition.35 The second pertains 
to Netanyahu’s own fate, with attempts to seat less liberal justices on the Supreme 
Court who would be more sympathetic to his policies, generally, and his personal 

By calling for an 
emergency government, 
(Netanyahu) portrayed 
himself as the most 
responsible national 
leader, the only one 
capable of overcoming 
Israel’s health, economic, 
and political crises, as 
if he had not been the 
head of the government 
for the past decade.“
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status, specifically.36

Per the power-sharing agreement, the committee for the appointment of 
justices comprises cabinet members, including the minister of justice and another 
minister from the Likud bloc, as well as one MK from Likud and one from Kahol 
Lavan. This effectively allows Likud veto power, and will have an even greater 
impact given that the representative of the Kahol Lavan bloc on the committee 
is Zvi Hauser, who does not actually belong to the Kahol Lavan party and was a 
government secretary in a previous Netanyahu administration. Many experts regard 
the appointment process as tantamount to granting Netanyahu the authority to 
intervene in the judicial system that is set to determine his fate.37 Furthermore, this 
indirect authority strips of any meaning the mechanism of checks and balances 
achieved through the separation of powers.38 In sum, experts argue that the 
formation of the new national emergency government has entailed compromises 
that are “ethically questionable and are potentially damaging to the institutional 
foundations of the Israeli regime.”39

Constitutional Dimensions

The coalition agreement’s legal-constitutional dimensions obviously overlap 
with its institutional ones. Here, I examine three major elements of the agreement’s 
legal aspect. The first, through which parity is assured, involves the creation of 
the alternate prime minister position to enable rotation between Netanyahu and 
Gantz. For Netanyahu and Gantz to alternate positions at the midway point of the 
three-year government, the Basic Law – Government, which is part of the Israeli 
constitutional order, had to be amended. (Many other laws were also amended to 
accommodate the creation of the new position.) The process of rotation between 
the two positions was made legally deterministic, meaning that the switch would 
automatically take place at the 18-month mark after the government was formed. 
For the first time in the history of the Israeli regime, a prime minister and an 
alternate prime minister were simultaneously sworn in. (This also meant that when 
the time came to switch between incumbents there would be no need for a vote of 
confidence by the Knesset.) The switch would not take place if the government fell 
as a result of the Knesset’s failure to pass the annual budget—something observers 
feared would give Netanyahu leeway to flout the agreement and call for new 
elections or at least threaten his partners with doing so if they did not submit to his 
demands, as happened during the August and December 2020 budget crises and the 
no-confidence vote in November 2020.  

Another important legal change ushered in by the coalition agreement has 
been the bypassing of a major Supreme Court precedent, the Deri/Pinhasi norm. 
Now a pillar of the Israeli political and legal tradition, this precedent relates to 
the case of Aryeh Deri (the current interior minister) and Raphael Pinhasi. Both 
were members of the 1993 Rabin coalition government when they were criminally 
indicted, with Pinhasi serving as Deri’s deputy. At the time, the Supreme Court 
ruled that cabinet ministers indicted on serious charges could not continue in office 
and that they must be removed by the prime minister. This judicial precedent raises 
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questions as to the legality of appointing Netanyahu as minister in the second 
half of the government term. The coalition agreement was carefully formulated to 
avoid identifying the office of the alternate prime minister with a cabinet position, 
thereby bypassing the Deri/Pinhasi norm. Furthermore, the agreement preempts 
the possibility of Gantz firing Netanyahu once the two switch positions, as the 
prime minister is only allowed to dismiss ministers within his own bloc. These two 
legal amendments guarantee that Prime Minister Gantz cannot remove alternate 
premier Netanyahu from office on account of criminal indictments, assuming 
that the coalition holds together for eighteen months and Netanyahu becomes the 
alternate.40

To block any kind of judicial intervention in the implementation of the 
coalition agreement, a further clause with important constitutional implications 
was added. Section 8 of the agreement stipulates that should the Supreme Court 
intervene to dismiss the prime minister or alternate prime minister from their 
posts during the government’s first six months in office, both blocs shall refrain 
from supporting any other candidate able to form a new coalition without first 
calling a general election. Since new elections are automatically called for in case 
of Supreme Court intervention, Section 8 effectively negates the court’s judicial 
review. This sophisticated measure was then turned into a tool to pressure the 
court not to intervene. The measure’s efficacy was apparent when the Supreme 
Court unanimously decided that it was premature to intervene in the government’s 
practice after several opposition organizations filed an appeal against the coalition 
agreement and against the legality of enabling an indicted MK to form a 
governmental coalition.41 In terms of enabling Netanyahu to form a government, 
the court clarified that the Knesset majority decision to support the move was not 
illegal. Contrary to the expectation of many judicial experts, the court ruled that 
the “prematurity doctrine” was applicable. The court further argued that although 
the coalition agreement raised questions, particularly concerning the legality of 
several of its clauses, it saw no reason to intervene, as the case was not ripe for 
adjudication and it was too early to determine its legal meaning.42 The court was 
satisfied with requesting several clarifications, which the coalition partners delivered 
a few days later.43 The court’s decision not to intervene and to issue a uninamous 
decision confirming that Netanyahu could form such a government points to its 
reluctance to intervene in Knesset decisions, especially when it comes to amending 
or constituting basic laws. 

The third important constitutional issue concerns the prime minister’s 
resignation and the occurrence of a vote of no confidence.44 According to the Basic 
Law – Government, a vote of no confidence has to have the support of the Knesset 
majority (sixty-one MKs), and that the majority cannot vote a government out of 
office without putting forth an alternative candidate whom they support. And in 
the case of a prime minister’s resignation, the entire government falls and a new 
election is called. To prevent either of these occurrences and to make it impossible 
for either of the parity government’s two leading figures to manipulate the situation, 
the Basic Law – Government was amended such that neither the prime minister nor 
the alternate prime minister would be allowed to head a transitional government 
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in the event that either of the two scenarios arose (resignation and vote of no 
confidence). The amendment provides that, in the event of either occurrence taking 
place, the alternate prime minister automatically becomes the prime minister and 
heads a transitional government until an election is held. This legal and institutional 
measure was made conditional and is only applicable in cases where twelve or more 
MKs from the prime minister’s bloc support a decision to end the Knesset’s term. 
This condition was introduced to prevent one individual—the prime minister—
from determining the fate of the government.  

As stated earlier, the coalition agreement mirrored the mistrust between the 
two sides and aimed to overcome the numerical asymmetry and power disparity 
between them. Former premier Olmert has argued that the coalition agreement 
is evidence that despite being formally constituted as a parity government, the 
national emergency government is a fiction.45 Netanyahu’s relentless efforts to 
interpret the agreement in ways that advance his interests reflect the chasm between 
the formal standing of the government and the coalition partners’ constant political 
maneuvering. An example of this chasm can be seen in the attempt by Netanyahu 
and Finance Minister Yisrael Katz to push through the annual 2020 budget in 
July–August, even though the year was coming to an end. Not only did the move 
contradict the coalition agreement, but it also flouted a tradition established by 
Netanyahu himself to conduct two yearly budget exercises, partly for the sake 
of economic stability and partly to limit the leverage of junior coalition partners 
attempting to secure a greater share of resources than warranted by their actual 
political power.  

Netanyahu is able to sway his partners and impose his will, as evidenced by his 
volte-face on the budget and the fact that people from his bloc control almost all 
the powerful economic portfolios.46 He turned the budget into a one-year exercise 
by refusing to introduce a two-year budget and forcing his partners to delay budget 
discussions until December 2020.47 By doing so, he violated a central stipulation 
of the coalition agreement and preserved his ability to precipitate the fall of the 
government, which would entail a new election. Throughout, Netanyahu has paid 
no political price other than public criticism and having to contest an election at 
what he considered an inconvenient time. 

Strategic Interests and Trump Peace Plan

To understand the politics behind Israel’s national emergency government and 
the disputes within that coalition and in the Israeli political arena, it is useful to 
explore Netanyahu’s response to the political arm of President Donald Trump’s 
Peace to Prosperity plan––specifically, the Israeli premier’s intention to unilaterally 
interpret the plan as a green light to annex 30 percent of the West Bank and thereby 
extend Israeli law to those areas. Doing so also enables us to look at the pressures 
driving Netanyahu’s annexation plan and its uses for broader Israeli strategic 
regional interests, reflecting on the substantive versus the contingent similarities and 
differences between the right-wing bloc and the center-left bloc as regards Israel’s 
foreign and security policies in the region. 
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The timing of the Peace to Prosperity plan’s announcement was dictated by U.S. 
and Israeli political realities. Because of Netanyahu’s inability to secure a decisive 
Knesset majority after two rounds of elections and the fast-approaching U.S. 
presidential election, Trump went ahead and unveiled his plan at the White House 
on 28 January 2020. Netanyahu attended the ceremony, as did representatives 
of the Israel lobby in the United States, extremist Israeli nationalists, several 
members of the settler movement, and three Arab ambassadors. Netanyahu and 
his supporters celebrated the plan, viewing it as a game changer in the upcoming 
March 2020 Israeli elections. Indeed, it soon became the Likud campaign’s primary 
focus, receiving widespread local, regional, and international media and political 
attention. Officially titled “A Vision to Improve the Lives of the Palestinian and 
Israeli People,” the plan reflects the priorities of Israel’s nationalist camp, and is 
couched in language straight out of Israel’s security and strategic discourse. As one 
Israeli commentator stated, “[T]he language of the ‘Deal of the Century’ hints at 
the identity of the people who drafted it … most probably Jewish-Israelis and those 
that identify with them who are very remote from the Arab side and its demands.”48 
Another commentator praised the plan, saying that it was “first and foremost a 
historical victory for Zionism.”49

As soon as the plan was announced, Netanyahu spoke of how Washington had 
given the green light to Israel to annex 30 percent of the West Bank. While still 
in the United States and also during his flight back to Israel,50 Netanyahu tried to 
preempt the international and regional response and selectively implemented parts 
of the plan that serve his strategic vision and political interests. Since he was in the 
middle of an election campaign and had failed to win a majority in two previous 
elections, Netanyahu sought to utilize the tailwind he had received from the U.S. 
administration to annex the larger Jewish settlements and the Jordan Valley, a 
historic step that he thought would guarantee him victory and mark him as one of 
Israel’s founding fathers. 

However, contrary to expectations, the U.S. president’s son-in-law, close 
adviser, and the plan’s major architect, Jared Kushner, turned down the dial by 
announcing that while the Trump administration clearly supported annexation, 
any implementation of the plan should wait until after the March 2020 Israeli 
elections.51 Kushner’s announcement offered a real contrast to the impression 
created by Netanyahu, in his bid to secure a Knesset majority in March, that 
annexation was imminent.52 It also made clear that the Trump plan was not a 
unilateral measure that Netanyahu could exploit to further his own strategic and 
political interests. Notwithstanding Washington’s position, which called for a 
bilateral committee to draw up the maps needed, and with the support supplied 
by U.S. ambassador to Israel David Friedman, Netanyahu insisted that he had 
convinced the Trump administration that Israel could not wait for the Palestinians 
to come to the negotiating table and that Israel’s right to extend its sovereignty over 
areas defined by the plan as belonging to Israel should be kept separate from those 
components of the plan that related to the Palestinians. We “intend to implement 
Israeli sovereignty over the Jordan Valley and the northern areas of the Dead Sea 
without delay … We will not implant any settlement and we will not evacuate 
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anyone. We will implement sovereignty over all the settlements without exception. 
We will bring about historic peace agreements with Arab countries, deter Iran, and 
craft a [mutual] defense agreement with the United States.”53 Netanyahu reiterated 
that this was a historic opportunity and that “there’s only one government that can 
apply sovereignty in Judea and Samaria. A strong right-wing government led by the 
Likud headed by me …”54

Due to delays in implementing what Netanyahu had promised would be Israel’s 
sole decision, we see that Washington’s ambiguity was not the only reason for the 
annexation being delayed. Even though Netanyahu’s rhetoric invoked historic, 
strategic, and security interests, the military establishment expressed reservations 
and cautioned against rushing to create facts on the ground that might cause 
security or diplomatic harm.55 That more nuanced view points to Netanyahu’s policy 
stance as being driven by his own political interests, and his need to curry favor 
with the national-religious camp and the settler community in the run-up to the 
March 2020 elections. Even though his efforts paid off, the fact that he could not 
garner an absolute Knesset majority to form a right-wing government meant that he 
was beholden to his main opponent from Kahol Lavan to secure his political future. 

During the election campaign, Kahol Lavan took no clear stand on the future 
of the oPt. While the party pledged to do what was in the strategic and security 
interests of the state, it did not spell out how this would translate on the ground, or 
relate the nationalist rhetoric to specific plans. It cautioned against oPt policies that 
would endanger Israel’s peace agreements with Jordan and Egypt or its developing 
relations with the Arab Gulf states. For his part, Gantz positioned himself as an 
alternative to Netanyahu, projecting patriotism and responsibility commensurate 
with Israel’s regional diplomatic and security interests. After meeting with the U.S. 
president prior to the unveiling ceremony, Gantz said he would implement the 
Trump plan only “in coordination with other governments in the region.”56 Gantz 
described the plan as “a significant milestone that defines the way the parties to 
the Middle East conflict can march toward a historic agreement.”57 He added that, 
unlike his rival Netanyahu, he would work to achieve a “basis for an agreement 
with the Palestinians and the countries in the region while deepening the strategic 
partnership with Jordan, Egypt, and other countries in the region”58 and that 
annexing the Jordan Valley was risky since it would endanger relations with King 
Abdallah of Jordan and place Israel’s peace agreements at risk.59 Although Gantz 
promised during his campaign to act to implement sovereignty in the Jordan Valley, 
his formulation made clear that he differentiated between fully implementing 
sovereignty and taking some acts to implement sovereignty.60

Unaware that Netanyahu’s radical annexation rhetoric was not restricted to 
domestic consumption but had a foreign policy dimension, Kahol Lavan was 
convinced that the coalition agreement effectively curtailed the prime minister’s 
ability to rush into something that the party viewed as potentially harmful to the 
country’s strategic interests. Two sections of the agreement relate to the issue of 
annexation, sections 28 and 29. Section 28 states, 

The Prime Minister and the Alternate Prime Minister will work together 
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and in coordination to advance a peace agreement with all our neighbors 
and to advance regional cooperation in a variety of economic spheres, as 
well as with respect to the coronavirus crisis. … With regard to President 
Trump’s declaration, the Prime Minister and the Alternate Prime Minister 
will act in full agreement with the United States, including with the 
Americans in regard to the maps and with international dialogue on the 
subject. All of this while pursuing the security and strategic interests of 
the State of Israel, including the need for maintaining regional stability, 
the preservation of peace agreements and the pursuit of future peace 
agreements.61 

This framing supports the notion that Section 28 of the agreement reflects the 
stance of Alternate Prime Minister Gantz, expressed both during his campaign and 
in the course of the negotiations that led up to the establishment of the national 
emergency government.62 However, the wording in Section 29 adheres much closer 
to Netanyahu’s position, reflecting his eagerness to retain leeway in realizing his 
aspiration to move on annexation with all the implications it might have for Israel’s 
permanent borders and its security. Section 29 of the coalition agreement states,

After a discussion and consultation between the Prime Minister and 
the Alternate Prime Minister on the principles set out above, the Prime 
Minister will be able to bring the agreement that will be reached with 
the United States on applying sovereignty starting on 1 July 2020 to 
the Cabinet and the government for approval by the government and/or 
the Knesset. … If the Prime Minister wants to bring his proposal to the 
Knesset, he can do so through a member of the Knesset, provided that s/
he is from the Likud faction. A preliminary reading would be held so that 
the legislation could be amended in conjunction with the wording that 
the prime minister presented to the cabinet and government. After the 
preliminary reading, and on the assumption that the legislation would 
be sponsored by the government after the first reading, the bill would be 
passed into law in the quickest way possible and in a manner that would 
not disrupt or delay the process by the heads of the Knesset Committee to 
discussion in the Foreign Affairs and Defense Committee.63

This complex formulation reflects the efforts to accommodate conflicting 
positions, giving both sides the opportunity to propagate a discourse proclaiming 
the triumph of their stance. Netanyahu insisted that annexation would be declared 
on 1 July, but after failing to receive the green light from Washington, he and 
his close aides began referring to intensive negotiations with the U.S. team on 
staggering the annexation into phases. Having failed to receive Washington’s 
blessing, and in light of the new working conditions created by the signature of 
the coalition agreement and the formation of the new government, Netanyahu 
walked back his annexation rhetoric. It appears that Washington withheld the green 
light to fast-track the normalization deal with the UAE, a measure that would 
benefit both Netanyahu and the outgoing U.S. president, who, at the time, was 
touting his success in promoting peace in the Middle East on the campaign trail.64 
Notwithstanding the importance of this factor, which played out during Trump’s 
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reelection bid in September–
October 2020, two other elements 
were central to the annexation 
delay calculus: the occurrence of 
the second wave of the pandemic 
in Israel in a situation where there 
was no clear government strategy; 
and the fact that a large part of the 
settler community opposed any 
partial annexation and preferred to 
maintain the status quo. 

Netanyahu’s decision to annex 
large settlements to Israel, as well as 
the Jordan Valley, divided the settler 

community. Among Netanyahu’s supporters are settlers who argue that the Trump 
peace plan is a historic opportunity that should be seized before it is too late. One 
of these is Benny Kashriel, the mayor of Ma’ale Adumim, the largest settlement east 
of Jerusalem, who has stated that Israel should not wait for a U.S. signal to move 
ahead with annexation. Like Netanyahu, this camp views the U.S. plan as a historic 
opportunity to free the settlements from military government rule in the oPt and 
turn them into legitimate parts of Israel.65 By and large, supporters of immediate 
annexation live in areas close to the Green Line, or in large settlements like the city 
of Ariel, and are keen to come under Israeli sovereignty and remove the question 
mark that has always loomed over their homes. Large settlements close to the 
Green Line are populated not by so-called ideological settlers but by people seeking 
affordable housing or a better quality of life, many of them of Mizrahi origin.66 
They argue that their settlements will in any case revert to Israel in any future peace 
agreement and that the government should therefore seize the initiative and go 
ahead with annexation without further delay.67 As Nir Bartal, the mayor of Oranit 
told the New York Times, “[I]t’s an acknowledgment that the places we are living in 
are part of Israel for eternity … There have been several decades of people talking 
about evacuation. We are now saying we are here to stay.”68

The second camp of settlers, the apparent majority, opposes the Trump plan 
for three reasons: First, the plan speaks of annexing 30 percent of the West Bank, 
meaning the remaining 70 percent would be under Palestinian control, with 
no possibility for new settlements to be built and leaving the remaining Jewish 
settlements in these areas disconnected from Israel; second, the settlements within 
the 30 percent land area annexed could not endlessly expand and would have to 
build high-rises, something that would endanger their security since these could 
become easy targets for Palestinian attack; third, many of the settlers in this camp 
argue that the plan legitimizes the establishment of a Palestinian state, which they 
hold to be a blatant contradiction since the biblical promise is that the land of Israel 
belongs to the people of Israel. They view the current situation as preferable to the 
Trump plan since it allows them to expand without constraint and build settlements 
in new areas, thereby advancing their aim of preventing the establishment of a 

(T)he incoming 
government’s initial task 
is to address the most 
urgent issues arising 
from the economic, 
health, and social 
repercussions of the 
pandemic, with all other 
legislative items to be 
postponed.“
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Palestinian state.69 In this consituency’s view, partial annexation endangers their 
future and compromises their fundamental belief that the land of Israel belongs 
to the people of Israel, in addition to posing risks to the strategic security of the 
state.70 Shlomo Ne’eman, the head of the Gush Etzion regional council and a 
resident of Karmei Tzur, has stated that settlements as “enclaves” are unacceptable. 
“It’s inconceivable that Jewish settlements in which Israeli citizens live should be 
joined to their state by a narrow strip of ten meters wide road, with the territory 
of a Palestinian state on either side. It simply won’t happen …We understood that, 
for its part, in return for the annexation, Israel was giving consent to enter into 
negotiations with the Palestinians, but if we are required to agree in advance to the 
establishment of a Palestinian state, we are unequivocally against it.”71

This stance, which is that of a large part of the settler community, clearly 
demonstrates that the Netanyahu-led right-wing bloc is not unified and that 
opposition to annexation within the settler community cannot be ignored. Given 
the lack of enthusiastic U.S. backing, the pandemic-induced economic and health 
crises, as well as opposition from within the governing coalition, what had been a 
vocal disagreement between supporters and opponents of immediate annexation 
within the settler community has come to constitute a red line that Netanyahu 
cannot cross. Per the coalition agreement, the annexation plan could not move 
ahead before discussion by the cabinet, and Kahol Lavan appears to have convinced 
the U.S. administration to wait until an internal Israeli agreement on the topic 
is reached. A number of Kahol Lavan MKs declared their support for partial 
annexation72 if it meant enforcing Israeli law in Ma’ale Adumim and the Gush 
Etzion settlement bloc. In contrast, other party MKs have said that no annexation 
should go ahead without coordinating with Israel’s U.S. and regional partners. 
Moreover, supporters of annexation are divided between those who view it as a 
crucial stage in separating Israel from the Palestinians and who would endorse it if 
it were put that way, and those with more nationalist views who believe that Jewish 
settlements and strategic areas in the oPt should remain in Israel’s hands. These 
differences within Kahol Lavan were critical in terms of the balance of power inside 
the Knesset.

As 1 July drew closer, leaders of Kahol Lavan further clarified their position on 
annexation, with Gantz repeating his view on the matter on numerous occasions. 
“This is not the time to tackle the issue,” he told one interviewer. “I believe that the 
Trump peace plan is the right political-security framework for the State of Israel … 
We must do it right by bringing in as many partners into the discussion as possible, 
with international backing. One million unemployed people do not know what we 
are talking about right now. Most of them are worried about what they’re going to 
do tomorrow morning.”73 Foreign Minister Gabi Ashkenazi, Kahol Lavan’s second 
in command, expressed the party’s position in an interview with Army Waves 
Radio on the same day. Responding to a question about whether the 1 July date for 
annexation would be set, he stated, “Ask [Prime Minster] Netanyahu,”74 adding that 
it was “unreasonable to expect annexation to happen today.” Gantz and Ashkenazi 
did not rule out the possibility of going ahead with the plan, but their statements 
reflected their communication with the U.S. administration regarding the need to 
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bring to the table as many partners as possible. 

Kahol Lavan pursued two courses of action that undermined Netanyahu’s 
efforts. The party established its own independent relationship with the U.S. 
administration, and while its leaders welcomed the Trump plan, they posed 
conditions for moving ahead with annexation, making it clear they wanted to avoid 
unilateral measures that could ignite the region or endanger formal and covert 
Israeli relations with Arab countries. They seemingly convinced special Middle 
East envoy Avi Berkowitz that internal agreement within the government was 
necessary for annexation to move ahead. By doing so, they showed responsibility 
and demonstrated pragmatism and restraint, projecting themselves as moderate 
actors in the region and internationally. The other tack that Kahol Lavan followed 
to scuttle Netanyahu’s efforts reflected the party’s domestic concerns. In the context 
of some one million unemployed Israelis and the second wave of the pandemic, 
Gantz’s statements about the timing of annexation reinforced the discourse around 
Kahol Lavan as a party concerned with serving the interests of the Israeli public 
and as having the power to assert itself despite its position as the underdog in the 
government—bolstering its image in the public eye as a party endowed with a 
responsible and mature leadership, in contrast with Likud and its irresponsible 
policies amid economic and health crises.  

  That Netanyahu’s annexation plan was not announced on 1 July does 
not mean that it was taken off the table. Negotiations held by Berkowitz in Israel 
at the end of June indicated that Washington was still interested in promoting 
the Trump plan and discussing its implementation with the Israeli authorities, 
albeit with some flexibility regarding the actual contours of the annexation map. 
According to media reports, the negotiations between Israeli officials and the U.S. 
envoy aimed to slightly alter the proposed map to better connect a group of some 
fifteen isolated settlements to the rest of the territory sought by Israel. This would 
allow for the annexation of additional land around those settlements so they would 
not end up “enclaved,” and thereby easing the settlers’ criticism of the plan. The 
U.S. delegation apparently tried to convince the Israelis to offer the Palestinians 
some sort of compensation in exchange for this further bit of annexation.75 One of 
the ideas floated, which the Israeli media reported, was the transfer of an area to 
the Palestinians where they could build without limits, or redefining some Area C 
land (where Israel maintains full control) as Area B (where Palestinians have civil 
control). 

Netanyahu’s announcement after meeting with Berkowitz, that the 1 July target 
date would be missed, reflected the reality that annexation could not proceed 
without Washington’s green light. “I spoke about the question of sovereignty, which 
we are working on these days and we will continue to work on in the coming days,” 
Netanyahu said in his statement.76 His emphasis on the issue of sovereignty did not 
simply reflect that the groundwork would continue to be laid for full annexation 
but also that Netanyahu was eager for Israel’s future permanent borders to bear 
his imprimatur.77 The ongoing negotiations between U.S. and Israeli officials 
highlighted how Israel seeks to redraw the annexation map to advance its interests. 
The two major government parties, headed by Netanyahu and Gantz, agreed on 
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the main principles but differ on the details. They concurred that a balance needed 
to be struck between strategic interests, namely maximum land with minimum 
Palestinian inhabitants, and diplomatic interests, namely maintaining good relations 
with Washington and Arab states. The differences regarding the when and how of 
annexation concerned the narrow party political interests of each side. Netanyahu 
was aware of developments in the negotiations between Washington and the UAE 
regarding a normalization agreement and was therefore reluctant to take steps that 
might endanger a breakthrough in relations between Israel and the Arab Gulf states. 
Keeping Gantz in the dark on this development reflected Netanyahu’s political 
cunning and his ability to utilize internal political affairs to promote foreign 
strategic interests.

July 1 came and went with only a few pro-settler political figures expressing 
disgruntlement with Netanyahu. Among the most prominent of these critics 
was former justice minister Ayelet Shaked, who blamed Netanyahu for “giving 
up” on his promise to annex the Jordan Valley and for “accepting” an indefinite 
postponement of the annexation plan.78 But the second wave of the pandemic, 
the related economic crisis, and the secret negotiations with the UAE, all around 
mid-August, effectively scuttled Netanyahu’s earlier vision of seizing the strategic 
opportunity provided by the announcement of the Trump plan to annex large 
parts of the oPt. Netanyahu kept returning the media’s attention to annexation as 
a strategy to divert attention from developments on the Israel-UAE front until the 
official public announcement, as, until then, only he and a small circle of advisers 
knew of the progress in the UAE normalization talks. The calculated move to not 
share information with his defense and foreign ministers demonstrates Netanyahu’s 
growing autocratic populist tendencies, which have intensified since he was indicted, 
as well as his personal cunning, which is appreciated by his supporters and despised 
by his opponents.   

Israeli Annexation Plans and the Regional and 
International Arena

The delay in implementing the annexation plan was not solely the result of 
domestic Israeli considerations. The external pressures on the Israeli government and 
on the U.S. administration played an equally important role. This is not the place 
to summarize the international responses to Israel’s stated intention to annex 30 
percent of the West Bank. Suffice it to say that mounting international and regional 
pressures contributed in part to 1 July being just another day in Israel rather than 
day one of the annexation of parts of the West Bank. 

Washington’s reluctance to support the official annexation announcement on 
1 July was one important international factor, especially given that Netanyahu 
was no longer the sole player on the Israeli political scene by this time. In contrast 
with its robust expressions of support at the Washington D.C. ceremony in 
January, the Trump administration tempered its enthusiasm for the annexation 
in light of the Israeli election results and Netanyahu’s inability to win a decisive 
majority. Having to accommodate the differences between the two main blocs 
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in the Israeli government, the U.S. administration cleaved to the original idea of 
U.S.-Israeli agreed-upon maps before green-lighting annexation. In addition, the 
U.S. administration was leading the normalization talks with the UAE, and, in 
the context of the upcoming presidential election, that development was likely 
considered a more strategic move in burnishing the U.S. president’s international 
image as a peacemaker.  

The U.S. position on annexation was influenced to some degree by the strong 
opposition and cautionary voice of leading European and Arab states. The European 
Union (EU) made clear its view that annexation was illegal under international 
law.79 EU representatives who met with Israeli officials stated that it would have 
negative repercussions on relations between the two sides, although they stopped 
short of elaborating.80 Germany, one of the EU’s lead countries and arguably the 
most supportive of Israel, expressed grave concern about Israeli intentions.81 During 
a visit to Israel in early June 2020, Foreign Minister Heiko Maas warned that 
annexing parts of the West Bank would violate international law and would render 
the two-state solution, which Germany still supported, even more improbable. 
Although he did not specify what the “price tag” would be if Israel went ahead, he 
expressed “serious and honest concern” about the situation, indicating that there 
were many pressures on the EU to take action if Israel moved on the annexation 
plan.82 The German stance was especially important due to the close ties between 
the two countries and because Germany was set to take over the rotating presidency 
of the Council of the European Union and assume the presidency of the U.N. 
Security Council on 1 July. Israel’s moving ahead with annexation would have 
required Germany to choose between its adherence to international law and U.N. 
resolutions and its historical commitment to Israel.

British premier Boris Johnson, another Israel-friendly European leader, expressed 
his views on the proposed annexation in an article published in the Israeli daily 
Yedioth Ahronoth.83 Describing himself as a “passionate defender of Israel,” Johnson 
said that he considered annexation a “violation of international law.”84 He stated 
that the United Kingdom would “not recognize any changes to the 1967 lines, 
except those agreed to by both parties,” adding that he feared that the annexation 
proposals would “fail in their objective of securing Israel’s borders and … be 
contrary to Israel’s own long-term interests.” Johnson also warned that annexation 
would jeopardize “the progress that Israel has made in improving relationships with 
the Arab and Muslim world” and that Israel’s enemies would exploit the situation to 
the detriment of all those who wish for progress in the Middle East. Reiterating his 
own parliament’s earlier statement, he called for a solution that guaranteed justice 
and security for both Israelis and Palestinians.

France’s Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian, for his part, stated that annexation 
would constitute a serious violation of international law. “For the past few days 
we have held several video conferences with European colleagues … with a view 
to deciding on a joint preventive action and eventually a reprisal if such a decision 
were taken,”85 Le Drian told the French legislative assembly. Speaking during a 
parliamentary hearing, he said, “Annexation of Palestinian territories, whatever 
the perimeters, would seriously throw into question the parameters to resolve the 
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conflict … An annexation decision [w]ould not [remain] without consequences and 
we are examining different options at a national level and also in coordination with 
our main European partners.”86

European opposition to annexation was echoed in the strong reservations 
expressed by leading Arab countries, especially Jordan and Egypt, which have signed 
peace agreements with Israel. The Jordanian king has made clear his opposition to 
Israel’s expansionist intentions ever since the Trump plan was made public.87 King 
Abdallah warned that in light of its repercussions on Jordan’s national security, the 
Israeli measure would have implications for the peace agreement between the two 
countries: In other words, the annexation plan would rule out a Palestinian state in 
the oPt, boosting the long-standing Israeli claim that Jordan should be the state of 
the Palestinians since its population is majority Palestinian. In contrast to Jordan’s 
outspoken position, Egypt was ambivalent on the Trump plan and expressed mildly 
worded reservations about Israel’s annexation project.88 

 Surprisingly, the strongest warning came from the Gulf states, specifically the 
UAE, which enjoys close ties with regional heavyweight Saudi Arabia. Yousef Al 
Otaiba, a UAE minister of state and the country’s envoy to Washington (who was 
one of three Arab ambassadors present in the East Room when Trump unveiled his 
plan) published an op-ed in the Israeli daily Yedioth Ahronoth on 12 June 2020 titled 
“Annexation Will Be a Serious Setback for Better Relations with the Arab World.”89 
Although the normalization negotiations were still secret at the time, Otaiba stated, 
“Israeli leaders have promoted excited talk about normalization of relations with 
the United Arab Emirates and other Arab states. But Israeli plans for annexation 
and talk of normalization are a contradiction.” He described the annexation as 
a “unilateral” step that not only constituted an illegal seizure of Palestinian land 
but defied the Arab and international consensus on the Palestinian right to self-
determination. The ambassador warned that Israel’s proposed annexation could 
lead to violence, fan the flames of extremism, and send shockwaves throughout 
the region. He argued that it would “certainly and immediately upend Israeli 
aspirations for improved security, economic and cultural ties with the Arab world 
and with the UAE.” Making clear the benefits of such cooperation, he emphasized 
that his country could “be an open gateway connecting Israelis to the region and 
the world” and that annexation would threaten any such possibility. “Normal is not 
annexation,” he wrote. “Instead, annexation is a misguided provocation of another 
order. And continued talk of normalization would be just mistaken hope for better 
relations with the Arab states. In the UAE and across much of the Arab world, we 
would like to believe Israel is an opportunity, not an enemy. We face too many 
common dangers and see the great potential of warmer ties. Israel’s decision on 
annexation will be an unmistakable signal of whether it sees it the same way.” Such 
high-level statements appearing in an Israeli newspaper were telling of the intentions 
of a leading Arab Gulf country and also invoked the price Israel would pay for going 
ahead with its plan. Otaiba differentiated between the discourse of normalization 
and its practices on the ground, which mirror Israel’s real intentions. He urged Israel 
to reveal its real intentions in deeds and not just in words. At the same time, he 
warned that it would be a mistaken hope for Israel to envisage normalization with 
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Arab states based solely on pronouncements or agreements. It can only be assumed 
that Otaiba’s article could not have been published without the implicit agreement 
of the Saudis and his prior knowledge that a peace agreement between his country 
and Israel was in the offing.

The question of the “price tag,” as the German foreign minister called it, and 
the potential gains that would accrue to Israel from normalizing relations with 
leading Arab Gulf states were two issues that Kahol Lavan leaders Gantz and 
Ashkenazi had in mind when they highlighted the importance of carrying out the 
annexation responsibly and in coordination with allies, especially the United States 
and Jordan.90 It appears that when the two leaders made their pronouncements they 
were unaware of the advanced state of negotiations between their partner in the 
national emergency government and the UAE leadership. The announcement on 
13 August 2020 of the breakthrough in negotiations between the two sides, under 
official U.S. auspices, and of the impending signature of a peace agreement between 
them, without the defense and foreign ministers’ prior knowledge, demonstrates 
Netanyahu’s masterful political skills: The Israeli premier transformed the freezing 
of the annexation plan into an immense gain for Israel, regionally speaking, and 
forced his coalition partners to fall in line. They could not criticize Netanyahu’s 
purported peace initiative, since it was congruent with their own perceptions 
of Israel’s strategic and security interests, and thus limited their criticism to the 
“unhealthy” lack of transparency in the process.91 Although their criticism speaks to 
the extent of Netanyahu’s increasingly autocratic style, they prioritized state interests 
over personal pride. In an effort to temper his gloating over the UAE initiative, 
they invoked the heavy price that Netanyahu had been willing to pay, in the form 
of Washington’s sale of F-35 fighter jets to the Gulf state, which they claimed 
compromised Israel’s strategic superiority in the region.92

The UAE deal illustrates how intertwined Israel’s domestic political affairs 
are with its foreign policy, and it also lays bare the degree to which Netanyahu is 
willing to exploit internal political rivalries to promote Israel’s foreign interests 
and vice versa. Forced to yield on the annexation plan as a result of pressures from 
Israel’s military and security elite, as well as the settler movement’s opposition 
and Washington’s pull-back, Netanyahu nevertheless used to his advantage the 
consensus among Israel’s political and military establishment on the strategic 
interest of establishing diplomatic ties with Arab Gulf states. He thus positioned 
himself as the sole political figure capable of leading the country in difficult times. 
The immediate annexation rhetoric was a stick with which to beat his opponents 
at home and keep the political establishment busy as he pursued the normalization 
agreement with the UAE and shifted focus away from Israel’s disastrous response to 
the pandemic. 

Controlling the discourse and public agenda, and keeping focus on secondary 
issues to achieve undeclared goals and to advance secret measures, has been a 
consistent strategy of Netanyahu’s in recent years; this has included silencing 
criticism of and protest against his government’s health and economic policies 
during the pandemic-induced crisis. Following the first lockdown in Israel in 
March–April 2020, Netanyahu urged Israelis to go out and “have fun,”93 to 
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signal his government’s successful handling of the pandemic. Such incautious 
exhortations led to the second wave. In an effort to obscure his long-standing 
policies of defunding the public health system and weakening the state’s welfare 
services, Netanyahu distributed billions of shekels to Israeli citizens. Rather than 
taking responsibility for the crisis, he accused his political opponents of sabotaging 
his efforts to manage it, claiming that the demonstrations against him were super-
spreader events and that “these anarchist and ludicrous protests” actually helped 
him politically even though “the public [was] sick of them.”94 The prime minister 
implemented another self-serving policy, treating prayer services and demonstrations 
equally and limiting both.95 Alleging that Kahol Lavan was undermining the 
government’s ability to manage the public health crisis enabled him to blame it on 
his coalition partners and also to pressure them on other issues, notably their efforts 
to block his power to appoint high-ranking law enforcement officials.96   

Israel’s Strategy: Sidelining the Palestinians 

Since coming to power in 2009, Netanyahu has pursued a strategy toward the 
Palestinians based on two premises: first, that so-called economic peace precedes 
diplomatic agreement, the corollary being that Israel would facilitate the growth 
of the Palestinian economy in exchange for security97; and second, in a reversal of 
previous policy to pursue peace with Arab states only after the Palestinian question 
was settled, to move toward normalization with these states before achieving such 
a resolution, the idea being that once the Arab states are out of the equation a deal 
with the Palestinians would be more accessible.

Netanyahu’s approach is clearly mirrored in the Peace to Prosperity plan. A 
perusal of the plan and of the pronouncements of Israel’s foreign ministry makes 
clear that both sides agree that while some Palestinian demands may be legitimate, 
they must be met solely on the basis of Israeli interests, and that the Palestinians 
must themselves meet a long list of demands before progress is made.98 Furthermore, 
the U.S.-Israeli consensus entails a linkage between promoting peace with the 
Palestinians and facilitating normalization with Arab states on grounds that 
emphasize common strategic interests with regard to Iran’s nuclear ambitions and 
the threats to stability posed by Islamic insurgent groups.99 In Netanyahu’s strategic 
vision, which he laid out as early as 2008,100 the Palestinian issue is marginal to the 
so-called moderate Arab Gulf states and even a hurdle as they face challenges to 
their stability. 

Both Netanyahu’s willingness to shelve the annexation plan, and what he views 
as his predecessors’ “waiting strategy,” translated into the normalization agreement 
with the UAE and Bahrain, signed in Washington D.C. on 15 September 2020. 
Similar agreements were subsequently signed with Sudan and Morocco. These peace 
deals provided the Israeli prime minister with proof that the peace process with 
the Palestinians could be delinked from the normalization of relations with Arab 
states. Although Netanyahu has cast these agreements in historical terms, equating 
them with Menachem Begin’s peace treaty with Egypt, and Yitzhak Rabin’s with 
Jordan, these agreements do not necessarily amount to sidelining the Palestinian 
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issue. The argument, made by several 
Israeli analysts,101 is echoed by UAE 
and Bahraini government officials. 
As one Emirati diplomat put it, 
“We will better be able to serve the 
Palestinian cause by having the direct 
relationship, by having the economic 
and commercial ties with the Israelis 
than by standing outside the tent 
and waiting for history to take its 
course.”102 While one might view such 
an argument as mere lip service to the 
Palestinians’ cause, it is still possible 
to argue that, contra Netanyahu’s 
vision, normalization with Arab 
states highlights the uniqueness of 
the Palestinian issue in terms of its 
deep historical roots and existential 
ramifications for Israel’s identity, if not 
for its security. Notwithstanding the 
differences between Likud and Kahol 
Lavan on domestic issues, with the 
latter considered the more pragmatic 

of the two, both agree that Israel should not wait for the Palestinians to move ahead 
with regional peace overtures. This was reflected in Gantz’s statement of 23 June 
2020, in which he said that Israel “won't keep waiting for the Palestinians … [who] 
continue to reject dialogue and to remain in their ‘deep shit.’”103 

Israeli officials have not commented extensively on the Palestinians’ response to 
the Trump plan, as they sought to sideline the Palestinian issue, downplay its impact 
on Israeli government policies, and avoid inflaming the Palestinian community and 
potentially unleashing violence. President Mahmoud Abbas declared that he would 
end security coordination with Israel,104 and Prime Minister Mohammed Shtayyeh 
threatened to withhold the salaries of over 250,000 Palestinian Authority (PA) 
employees if Israel went ahead with annexation.105 The Israeli position was echoed in 
Israeli media to warn the Palestinian leadership to refrain from inciting violence.106 
The Israeli media reprised the position of the Israeli military and covered the PA’s 
objection to what it called unilateral Israeli steps by emphasizing the possible 
violence that would result. Its coverage signaled that the Palestinian leadership 
would be held responsible for any deterioration in the security situation.107 The 
media coverage of President Abbas’ announcement reflected the official Israeli 
stance, namely singling him out as responsible for any violence. The media discourse 
accurately reflects the dominant Israeli perception that the Palestinian issue is 
strictly a security issue rather than a political or diplomatic one.108 This perception 
was articulated in the warning by a Likud minister close to Netanyahu who told 
Al-Monitor, “Abbas needs the security coordination with Israel just as much as Israel 

Controlling the 
discourse and public 
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issues to achieve 
undeclared goals and 
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Netanyahu’s in recent 
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does. If he undermines the coordination, he will be hurting himself and he knows 
it.”109 The article added, “Neither Netanyahu nor his government colleagues made 
any statements over the halting of security coordination … Netanyahu is estimating 
that he should not fan the flames, but rather leave Abbas an opening to withdraw 
from his decision.”110

Israel’s official silence vis-a-vis President Abbas and Prime Minister Shtayyeh’s 
statements was indicative of the government’s desire to avert a diplomatic battle 
with the PA and avoid any deterioration in the security situation, both of which 
were communicated by directly cautioning the Palestinian leadership. The silence 
further underlined the precariousness of the situation and official efforts to prevent 
any change in the status quo, while making the necessary warnings against violence 
clear to every Palestinian. It also evidenced Israel’s staunch conviction that the 
Palestinian leadership is unable to seriously impact Israeli decision-making, the 
implication being that a postponement of the annexation was not due to Palestinian 
pressures, warnings, or threats, but strictly the result of Israel’s own strategic and 
diplomatic calculations. One of these is that it is in the PA leadership’s best interest 
to avoid instigating violence. The renewal of security coordination with the Israeli 
security forces a couple of months after suspending them appears to be connected to 
the results of the U.S. presidential election and to the fact that security coordination 
is important for the PA’s stability in times of declining public legitimacy no less 
than for the security of Israel itself. 

With that in mind, the postponement of the annexation plan should not be 
read as a change of mind or policy by the Netanyahu-Gantz government, which 
is committed to deepening Israeli control of the West Bank. But the Netanyahu 
annexation fracas has revealed that Israel’s actual strategic aspirations go far beyond 
the mere annexation of 30 percent of the oPt. As far as the military establishment 
is concerned, it is better to hold out for such future opportunities in peaceful 
negotiations that both prevent violence and legitimate the current strategic status 
quo. For the settlers, it is better to maintain the status quo since it enables the state 
to continue creating new facts on the ground and changes in demographic and 
geographic realities that will have to be accommodated in any future negotiations, 
when and if these take place. To an outside observer, it appears that suspending the 
annexation plan has served the interests of all parties in Israel: Besides satisfying 
the security establishment and the settler community, postponement also served as 
a tolerable price to pay for progress on the normalization front with the UAE and 
Bahrain. Despite the fact that neither Defense Minister Gantz nor Foreign Minister 
Ashkenazi were informed about the negotiations with the two Gulf states, both 
of them rushed to congratulate Netanyahu after the official announcement of the 
forthcoming signing ceremony. The two men agreed with the prime minister that 
this was a crucial step in guaranteeing Israel’s security in the region, a strategic gain 
whose price—suspending the annexation of large parts of the West Bank—was 
worthwhile. And despite the sotto voce criticism of Netanyahu for giving the green 
light to Washington regarding the F-35 deal, the two men hastened to contact 
their counterparts in the UAE and Bahrain.111 Such behavior is a good indication 
that sidelining the Palestinians and minimizing their significance in the context of 
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regional strategic considerations is a shared value of all partners in the government; 
it also demonstrates how small is the gap between the political parties on domestic 
politics and their different takes on strategic and diplomatic affairs, which are 
mostly determined in consultation with the security establishment.112 Although 
Netanyahu’s own behavior in recent years points to a slight erosion of this tradition, 
it is still premature to evaluate the significance and future implications of this 
development.

* * * * *

Based on the previous analysis, several significant conclusions are in order. The 
first, and most obvious, is that Likud has maintained its dominant position in the 
political system as an indispensable actor without which no Israeli government can 
be formed. Thus, one might speak of a dominant-party political system, similar 
to the one that prevailed in the 1950s–70s, when Mapai, or Labor, ruled virtually 
uncontested in Israel. Despite the different circumstances, the current system, which 
hinges on the support of ultra-Orthodox parties, implies the persistence of right-
wing nationalism in domestic, foreign, and security policy and the endurance of 
neoliberalism in the economic realm for the foreseeable future. 

That notwithstanding, it appears that Likud’s pivotal role is guaranteed only 
as long as Netanyahu manages to hold onto power and to win the support of large 
swaths of the Israeli electorate. Given the results of the three rounds of elections in 
2019–20, Netanyahu, despite the criminal charges against him, has retained his 
role as a central actor on the political scene. Although Likud under his leadership 
did not secure a decisive Knesset majority and therefore had to come to some 
accommodation with its main rival, its nationalist ideology has become hegemonic. 
It would be very difficult for any rival of Netanyahu’s to ignore what is now part 
and parcel of Israeli political culture. Domestically, nationalist discourse combined 
with a neoliberal economic worldview have become the prerequesites for any leader 
seeking to replace Netanyahu. In terms of the Palestinian issue, the notion that 
Israel has both the power to enforce its will in the oPt and the right to extend Israeli 
sovereignty to large swaths of the West Bank that serve its strategic interests has 
become a precondition for any leader aspiring to Israel’s prime ministership.   

In light of the above analysis, it is reasonable to predict that any future 
negotiations with the Palestinians will have to accommodate what has become 
tantamount to a consensus among Jewish Israelis—that settlers will not be 
evacuated from their homes and that the country’s strategic borders, including a 
long-term arrangement in the Jordan Valley, are to be determined and controlled 
solely by Israel. In other words, any future Israeli government would find it very 
difficult to retreat from the domestic Israeli consensus that Palestinian territorial 
contiguity or fully independent control of borders with the outside world must be 
prevented at any cost. 

A second conclusion is that the political aspirations of Likud and its current 
leader do not align with what has traditionally been designated in Israel as 
mamlakhtiyut (statism), according to which the power of the political establishment 
is limited by the state’s constitutional and institutional regulations. In a departure 
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from this tradition, Likud leaders, particularly Netanyahu, espouse a more populist 
notion of governance—that of government representing the free will of the people 
as a dominant and limitless domain that should not submit to any other authority, 
especially not that of the Supreme Court, whose justices are not elected by the 
people.113

The willingness of Kahol Lavan and its coalition partners to join a government 
headed by a criminally indicted prime minister, despite their rhetoric claiming 
that this was to limit Likud’s ability to violate the rule of law and weaken the 
judiciary, is another milestone in the process of successful populist challenges to 
state institutions in Israel. The compromises made by Kahol Lavan and the practices 
of Netanyahu and his supporters portend what is to come. Kahol Lavan has been 
unable to oppose Netanyahu on many issues, despite its leaders’ protestations to the 
contrary. With regard to the annexation plan, it was not so much their opposition 
that made its postponement possible but Netanyahu’s success in advancing an 
alternative—normalization with the UAE and Bahrain—which better served his 
endeavor to portray himself as something of a wizard, a leader who stands head and 
shoulders above others and who should not be required to submit to the legal and 
judicial norms that apply to ordinary people.114

The major differences between Likud and Kahol Lavan pertain to the domestic 
arena, especially the rule of law, the status of the judicial system, and the response to 
the public health crisis precipitated by the pandemic. Netanyahu has utilized every 
opportunity to dismiss the criminal charges against him, thereby delegitimizing law 
enforcement institutions, which he accuses of bias, while Kahol Lavan’s justification 
for remaining in the national emergency government—under the pretext of 
protecting national law enforcement institutions, saving Israeli democracy, and 
bringing rationality to public health policies—has become flimsy. Kahol Lavan’s 
ostensible remit, which Netanyahu challenges on a daily basis (to wit the budget 
crisis and the closure policy to contain the spread of Covid-19) convinced a 
diminishing number of Israelis that the coalition is doing a good job. According to 
polls, Kahol Lavan continues to lose the support of its base, while Likud, despite 
some setbacks, has mostly maintained its popularity.115 In late December 2020, 
Netanyahu was reluctant to provoke a crisis around the budget, since he was no 
longer sure he could count on winning the 2021 elections with a clear majority 
after Gideon Sa’ar, a veteran Likud leader and one of his challengers, left the party 
and ran as an independent.116 Netanyahu became preoccupied with timing the next 
elections to advance his interests, specifically to ensure a result that would allow 
him to endlessly postpone his trial and maybe even dismiss the charges against him 
altogether. Secret negotiations between Netanyahu and Kahol Lavan reported in 
mid-December were based on their mutual interest in postponing the elections, 
although this common goal has not been achieved because of the deficit of trust 
between the two sides.117 The failure of the negotiations has paved  the way for a 
fourth round of elections within two years, with the possibility that Netanyahu 
maintains his base and triumphs, while his rivals do not seem to have found the 
right formula to cooperate in order to curb his intentions.      

The third conclusion to be drawn from this analysis concerns the absence of an 
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alternative vision or unifying values among Israel’s center-left parties that would 
allow them to launch a frontal assault on Likud and its allies. Notwithstanding 
the popularity of Yesh Atid’s Yair Lapid, according to recent surveys,118 there 
is no certainty that the party would garner enough votes to enable it to form a 
government after the upcoming elections. There is therefore little chance that a 
center-left party could form a winning coalition. The multiplicity of parties at 
the center of the political spectrum is an indicator of the peace agenda’s weakness 
in Israeli society. It is possible to state that where Ehud Barak started the peace 
camp’s slow disintegration in 2000, Kahol Lavan’s rise and precipitous fall provokes 
doubt as to the very existence of a pragmatic camp that would be able to relaunch 
negotiations with the Palestinian Authority. The popularity of Yamina’s Naftali 
Bennett and the expected support for Gideon Sa’ar’s new party demonstrate that the 
political contest in Israel is between right-wing nationalist parties, which, despite 
the disagreements between them, are expected to gain the absolute majority of 
Knesset seats in forthcoming elections.119

Despite their differences on domestic policy, when it comes to security issues 
and foreign affairs, the ultra-nationalist right-wing and the center-left are largely 
committed to the same strategic principles. Kahol Lavan’s political campaign in the 
three rounds of elections in 2019–2020 demonstrated that nationalist populism is 
the fastest route to Israeli voters’ hearts. Peace has become an empty trope that is 
imbued with negative connotations. The dwindling power of Israel’s peace camp 
is entwined in societal transformations, including the political activism of socially 
conservative groups such as ultra-Orthodox communities, Mizrahi voters, and 
immigrants from the former Soviet Union. These transformations have yielded a 
discourse that delegitimizes all voices calling for a historic compromise with the 
Palestinians, especially those of the urban Ashkenazi elite and Arab voters. The 
result of this radicalization process in Israeli society was in full evidence during the 
delegitimizing campaign orchestrated by Netanyahu against Arab voters120 and in 
which every Israeli Zionist party, except for Meretz, took part. All public opinion 
surveys demonstrate that the main contest in the next elections will be among 
parties of the right-wing nationalist bloc, which firmly uphold Netanyahu’s strategic 
and diplomatic positions regionally, with some of them espousing even more radical 
views than his. Although some would argue that only right-wing parties are capable 
of winning public support for a serious peace deal with the Palestinians, it is clear 
that such a deal would dictate terms that do not meet the minimum basic demands 
of any Palestinian leadership in the foreseeable future.   

Two major takeaways emerge from the conclusion outlined above. The first 
is that backing Netanyahu has long-term implications for Israel’s entire political 
system and political culture. It means compromising basic and long-standing 
constitutional and institutional rules and norms. As the Gantz experience 
demonstrates, any aspiration to the prime ministerial seat will face fierce opposition, 
where all means are legitimate. Gantz has already yielded to Netanyahu’s will in 
the first few months of the parity government, whether on downgrading Israel’s 
Basic Laws, such that even an individual facing criminal charges can become 
prime minister, intervening in judicial and other legal appointments assigned to 
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Netanyahu’s case, or promoting legislation that effectively circumvents the Supreme 
Court and hamstrings its ability to rule on the legality of his policies.121 

The second takeaway is that nationalist ideology in Israel has become openly 
and proudly racist, as evidenced in the brutal attacks on Arab parties and leaders 
during the election campaigns. The mere mention of the hypothetical possibility of 
establishing a governmental coalition that includes Arab MKs has become a casus 
belli in the political arena. Gantz’s unwillingness to establish a minority government 
with the participation of the Joint List is testament to the power of that red line. 
Even though the results of three rounds of elections demonstrated that the center-
left camp could not win the elections decisively enough to form a government 
without the support of Arab votes, leaders of this camp have not only shied away 
from that option but also see it as exceeding the accepted norms of mainstream 
political legitimacy, which stop at the Jewish identity of political parties. As long 
as Netanyahu maintains his dominant position in the political system, it would be 
hard for any political force to crack the legitimacy wall and establish a coalition 
with the support of Arab parties. 

This remains true even though the prime minister negotiated a deal with Joint 
List MK Mansour Abbas that would advance proposals to combat growing violence 
in Arab society and introduce substantial reforms to planning and housing policies 
in Arab towns and villages in exchange for the legislative support of Abbas’ party 
to change laws in Netanyahu’s favor. These negotiations with one segment of the 
Joint List, which deepened rifts within the Arab coalition and led to the loss of one 
of its four components, could be used by center-left leaders to legitimize a coalition 
supported by the Arab parties in the future. However, this does not mean that 
such a scenario is imaginable under the current circumstances. Such a scenario 
might play out after Netanyahu leaves the political scene, which may be sooner 
than expected, and if no charismatic figure emerges to take on his mantle in the 
Likud. If a charismatic politician from the center-left camp were able to unify its 
different components and be bold enough to assert that a deal must be struck with 
Arab parties for there to be a realistic alternative to the rule of Likud and its ultra-
Orthodox partners, it should not be read as meaning that the Arab electorate are 
simply captive voters. By offering center-left parties two alternatives to choose from, 
their participation in the Israeli political system would be strategic and effective. In 
the event that the center-left camp regroups, as some have anticipated in light of the 
decision of Tel Aviv Mayor Ron Huldai to enter the national political fray,122 which 
has turned in the meanwhile to be an embarassing fiasco, Arab voters and their 
representatives could offer to either be legitimate partners in the political game and 
full partners in the formation of a coalition government, or strategically boycott the 
elections and refuse to grant this camp their support. Without such a staunch and 
strategic position, it will be hard for the Arab parties to have any influence on the 
reality in which they live.

In sum, the Israeli political system is in flux and also quite fragile. Grim as 
the current reality may be, the potential exists for significant changes in the short 
term. Despite his seemingly unassailable position, Netanyahu may not be at the 
helm much longer given the criminal charges against him, his government’s poor 
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track record on the pandemic, and mounting criticisms of him within Likud ranks, 
mostly notably Gideon Sa’ar’s break with the party, which has both weakened 
Netanyahu and encouraged others, such as Ze’ev Elkin and Benny Begin, to do the 
same. While it is impossible to anticipate specific events, it is possible to say that the 
near-to-medium-term future will be determined by the interplay of the following 
factors: globally, the incoming administration of Joe Biden in the United States, 
and the 2021 elections in Germany; regionally, how the Gulf Arab states proceed 
both with Israel and the Palestinians; in the Israeli arena, changes to the political 
system, especially if a new center-right coalition challenges Netanyahu’s decade-
plus solo rule, and how the Arab vote evolves; in the Palestinian arena, whether 
Fatah and Hamas can heal their fourteen-year rift and adopt a unified and coherent 
vision for the future of the Palestinian question. While these factors do not enjoy 
the same valence, they will all influence future developments in Israeli politics and, 
consequently, in Israeli-Palestinian relations. 

The different players’ ability to influence these developments will depend on 
their skillfulness in advancing the direction they see as best serving their interests, 
with whatever resources they have at their disposal. Despite the huge asymmetry 
of power between Israel and the Palestinians in general, and Israeli Jews and Arabs, 
in particular, the future is drawn by those who seize the initiative and launch 
long-standing strategic processes that determine what the region will look like in 
the future. The seemingly permanent factionalism of Palestinian politics and the 
enduring personalization of national political and public institutions prevent the 
Palestinians from stepping up to challenge Israeli policies. At the same time, the 
growing autocracy and populism that Netanyahu has entrenched in the Israeli 
political system have pushed Israel closer to a tribal ethnocracy where the political 
order is determined by fealty and where polarization between friend and foe 
precludes compromise or political accommodation. 

These political trends in Israel have been furthered by the populist model 
embodied by the former U.S. president. Even though Trump lost and a new 
president resides in the White House as of January 2021, Netanyahu’s populist 
brand of politics will likely not decline in the near future. If Netanyahu maintains 
his position as the only politician able to form a coalition after a new round of 
elections in March 2021, the trends outlined above will only strengthen, especially 
with regard to the normalization of Israel’s relations with a growing number of 
Arab states and the simultaneous transformation of the West Bank’s demographic 
and geographic realities, leaving little room for optimism as current settler-colonial 
policies are maintained, creating an informal apartheid regime in the oPt. 

For real change on the Israeli-Palestinian front, a serious and creative Palestinian 
initiative is needed to repair the fractured Palestinian political arena and rally 
its actors around a realistic national vision with a clear strategy for the future. 
Only such an initiative can break the stalemate that sidelines Palestinian rights 
and subordinates Palestinians to dictates they cannot resist while serving Israeli 
strategic and diplomatic interests. Such an initiative is also necessary since the Israeli 
electorate appears largely unconvinced that the tribal political culture encouraged 
and exploited by Netanyahu is causing them harm and leading them to an apartheid 
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reality. 

Now that the U.S. electorate has voted in a new administration, Washington 
may regain its privileged place at the center of international affairs, although it is 
unrealistic to expect it to be an honest broker of the Israel/Palestine issue. Under 
such circumstances, and given that Israel’s right-wing nationalist parties are likely 
to dominate the political system for the foreseeable future, the revitalization of the 
two-state formula also looks unlikely, other than as a fig leaf for further creeping 
Israeli annexation of Palestinian lands. The one-state reality that Israel/Palestine 
has constituted in recent decades, where a soft form of apartheid has flourished 
on the basis of “separate but unequal,” cannot easily be dismantled, making a 
fundamental and genuine shift in Palestinian strategy all the more necessary. Going 
forward, the democratization of the entire space between the river and the sea is the 
only viable strategy to counter the polarization of Israeli society and the populist 
and Machiavellian policies of its nationalist leadership. An increasing number of 
Palestinians and Israeli Jews who believe in egalitarianism and human dignity 
are already working together to not only avert another fifty years of Palestinian 
bantustanization, but to confer a moral center to Jewish self-determination. 

Without a serious common effort at the level of Israeli society, the notion that 
there can be a sudden turn toward reconciliation partakes more of eschatology than 
of politology.
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