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8 INTRODUCTION
The Radical Right and Policy Making

For decades, scholars researching the radical Right in countries around the
world focused their spotlight on one main actor: the political party. This fact
shouldn’t come as a surprise. Throughout the twentieth century, political
parties played a pivotal role in both democracies and dictatorships. Further-
more, radical parties from both the Right and the Left that rose to power either
democratically or by brute force were responsible for many of the dramatic, as
well as horrific events, of that century. The main questions that most scholars of
the contemporary radical Right explore include: Under what conditions do
radical right-wing parties emerge? Who votes for them and why? And what are
the main causes of their electoral successes and failures? The volume and quality
of the scholarship in the field is exceptional. It may seem that every stone on the
road to answering these questions has already been overturned. But electoral
success, though I do not question its significance, is only one step down a long
road. According to the well-known definition by Joseph Schumpeter, “a party is
a group whose members propose to act in concert in the competitive struggle
for political power.”® At the end of the day, for most politicians, getting elected
is ameans to an end. Whether they are motivated by personal ambition orideo-
logical zeal, they are interested in leaving a mark by turning their convictions
into policies. However, the distance between being elected and actually making
policies is long,” particularly for radical right-wing parties.*® Thus, in this book,.
my objective is to provide an answer to the following question: Under what
conditions does the radical Right succeed in the making and implementation of
policies?

The Changing Configuration of the Radical Right

In order to answer the above question, we should first stop referring to the po-
litical party as our main unit of analysis. Indeed, in its early decades Israel, like
many other countries, was under the controlling grip of political parties.?!
However, over the years the center of gravity shifted, and parties worldwide
have lost much of their sway.** The parties that represented the masses and
relied on their continuous materialistic support disappeared and were replaced
by parties with a narrow and volatile base of voters. The main source of funding
of these parties is the state.® Radical right-wing parties were particularly vulner-
able. During the second half of the twentieth century, these parties, which only
several decades earlier were so prominent, found themselves ostracized. They have
seldom enjoyed significant electoral achievements in national parliamentary
elections>* Even in the few cases when they have in fact accumulated significant
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political clout, more moderate parties were concerned with preserving their
reputations and treated their radical Right counterparts like pariahs, gener-
ally refraining from inviting them to take part in coalitions.?* Even if radical
right-wing politicians did overcome these barriers and joined the cabinet

/4 table, they quickly found that their opportunities to shape policy were still

limited.
In general, when a tough policy on a sensitive issue is made—and it may
often correspond with the position of the radical Right—it is in the interest of
,the more moderate parties to present it to the public in softer and more ap-
pealing packaging. By doing so, moderates benefit in two ways. First, they pro-
mote a popular policy, such as restrictions on immigration. Second, they
prevent the radical right-wing parties from racking up political capital.’ In
light of these barriers it appears that if we adopt an approach in which political
parties are still the key pillars of the contemporary policy making process, we
will lose the key to understanding the success of the radical right. The pres-
ent-day political landscape compels us to adopt a more flexible unit of analysis,

namely “the political network.”*’

Political networks are a subcategory of social networks.* Due to the lack of
an agreed-upon definition for this concept, which only recently made its mark in
the academic literature,” [ define the political network as “a loose and dynamic¢
composite of political actors whose worldview on various issues overlaps and
xﬁh_n freauentlv come tooether for the purpose of shaping policies in the spiyitof
their shared ideology.” Networks of this type include a wide range of actors:
social movements, special interest groups, political parties, individual members
of parliament, and civil servants. The boundaries of political networks are elu-
sive and tend to expand, contract, and change their shapes quite often. Due to
this dynamic nature, networks are devoid of both a clear hierarchy and regula-
tions. Consequently, political networks are not easy to delineate. Their structure
instead resembles an entangled web of subgroups, each of which has its own
characteristics and agendas.*

Political networks thrive in ambiguous settings.* Weakening states that are
characterized by expanding areas of “gray” serve as an ideal environment in
which networks can operate successfully.* By gray areas I refer to institutions
with overlapping domains of authority, fuzzy legal frameworks, and unclegyr reg-
ulations. Even strong states that enjoy an extensive degree of control over their
respective societies do not prevent such networks from operating.** The fluid
quality of these networks enables them to easily break through the cracks in the
barriers of the political process.* They usually maneuver slowly and elusively,
and follow an evolutionary rather than a revolutionary path.

Networks operate in many ways.* To give just two illustrative examples, if a
political party that is associated with a network fails to enter policy-making
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circles, it is possible to mobilize members of other parties who do succeed in
getting elected and to collaborate with them in order to advance common
goals. No less interesting is the recruitment of bureaucrats who are in positions
of influence on policy making, by central actors in the network, and even the
installation of civil servants in such positions. In many countries, bureaucrats
wield much more power than is customarily attributed to them.* Unlike
elected officials, they spend a considerable part of their career in one ministry,
are well-versed in its maze of regulations, and, in situations in which there is a
lack of consistency at the elected political level, they become both makers and
implementers of policies.’

To sum up, the fluid configuration of the network and the fact that it is not
easy to attribute its different segments and operations to one big political
maneuver enables it to slowly permeate the state, operate from within, and cu-
mulatively advance its agenda. Only if we move the camera lens backwards to the
point where it is possible to observe the process from a greater distance in terms
of both time and space can we grasp how much larger and more powerful is the
whole in comparison to the mere sum of its parts.

Today, radical right-wing political networks operate in many parts of the
world. However, their success in shaping policies on the national Tlevel is still
limited.*® Actually, it is impossible to identify recent cases in which they have
become the central political force in a given country*—with the exception of

Israel.

The Success of the Israeli Radical Right:
General and Particular Factors

Some of the factors that facilitated the recent success of the Israeli radical Right
could be manifested in other countries and thus be tested in comparative
research, while others are unique to the Israeli context. Among these general
factors are: party system traits as well as the rules of electoral processes; tensions
between centers and peripheries; and shifting political agendas. These factors
have already received meticulous scholarly attention.*

But the case of Israel engenders hypotheses regarding other factors that have,
so far, generated less interest. The first is demography. Demographic shifts have
been carefully examined by scholars of the radical Right who are interested in
anti-immigrant sentiments among veteran inhabitants of the absorbing soci-
eties.*! However, demographic shifts have other outcomes that could be relevant
for the radical Right. The combination of decreasing birthrates among some
societal segments, increasing birthrates among others, and large waves of immi-
gration within and between continents are changing the political landscapes in
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many local and national arenas.’? Contrary to conventional wisdom, newcomers
to a political scene sometimes support the radical Right, a fact that can result in
sweeping policy changes. The departure from individualism is the second factor.
Voters in democracies are traditionally considered to be self-interested and inde-
pendent.®® However, there are cases, especially in developing democracies,
where voting is hardly an individual act. Strong primordial ties to a clan, an ex-
tended family, an ethnic community, or a religious sect can lead to collective
voting. In tight-knit communities, leaders often mobilize their followers and
provide them with clear voting instructions that they follow to the letter.* Rad-
ical right-wing parties, especially those that represent distinct ethnic or religious
groups, are likely to be beneficiaries of this phenomenon. Finally, there are
leaders. The impact of the personality of a single leader on historyin general, and
in the context of radical movements in particular, has been the subject of count-
less studies.’® Charismatic leadership has also been studied with respect to the
ways in which radical right-wing parties mobilize support*® and with respect to
their ability to institutionalize and endure.” However, the behavior of maverick
or charismatic radical right-wing leaders in office and their actual impact on the
formation and the implementation of policies have yet to be explored.

As for the more contextual factors, I elaborate in chapter 1 on some distinc-
tive features of Israel that contribute to the success of the radical Right. Yet, more
broadly, three unique pillars have shaped the collective mind-set of the Jews in
Israel: the political culture; institutions; and, consequently, political behavior by
both the elites and the masses. It is impossible to gain a good grasp of Israeli
politics without keeping these factors in mind at all times.

Israel experienced an unusual trajectory of state formation. Global develop-
ments in the nineteenth century led to the emergence of Jewish nationalism. By
the early twentieth century, Jews from various countries, who had little in
common beyond their ethnicity and religious heritage, had begun to arrive in
growing numbers to Palestine, which was already inhabited by Arabs. The Jew-
ish state was born half a century later. By the time of its inception, the very
foundations of a nation state—such as shared recent memories, common
language, and culture—were still lacking, even within the dominant Jewish
community. During the first two decades of its existence, while Israel was still
learning to walk on its own two feet and at the same time coping with trdmen-
dous economic and security challenges, the fledgling nation continued to
absorb masses of Jewish immigrants. The formative decades of the state were
marked by continuous upheavals and massive population growth. This dramat-
ically impacted the state’s characteristics and fertilized the soil for the emer-
gence of a strong radical Right.

The Jews who immigrated to Israel had at least one thing in common: they
were all victims of anti-Semitism, discrimination, persecutions, and pogroms,
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