
		
			[image: Cover of A Call at 4 AM by Amit Segal LTD]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			A WICKED SON BOOK

			An Imprint of Post Hill Press

			 

			ISBN: 979-8-89565-202-2

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-89565-203-9

			 

			A Call at 4 AM:

			Thirteen Prime Ministers and the Crucial Decisions that Shaped Israeli Politics

			© 2025 by Amit Segal LTD

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover design by Jim Villaflores

			Interior design and composition by Greg Johnson, Textbook Perfect

			 

			This book, as well as any other Wicked Son publications, may be purchased in bulk quantities at a special discounted rate. Contact orders@posthillpress.com for more information.

			 

			This is a work of nonfiction. All people, locations, events, and situations are portrayed to the best of the author’s memory.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: ]   [image: ]

			Post Hill Press

			New York • Nashville

			wickedsonbooks.com

			posthillpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			For Reut, Ivri, Aner, 
and Eliana

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			The translation of this book into English 
was made possible through the generous support 
of Genesis Philanthropy Group.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Prime Minister’s Questions

			The prime minister sipped seltzer from a glass with the emblem of the State of Israel. Behind him was an Israeli flag. Facing him were three people with the national emblem on their uniform lapels—the blue uniforms of the Israel Police.

			It was March 2017. Investigators from Lahav 443, the Israel Police’s anti-corruption unit, entered the prime minister’s residence on Balfour Street in Jerusalem again, bringing heavy boxes with recording equipment through the metal detectors. They had come to question the current tenant under warning, like all his predecessors since 1996. Benjamin Netanyahu was now not only a popular prime minister and admired international leader but also a criminal suspect. The event was broadcast live to the national police headquarters’ and the attorney general’s offices. In their hands, they now held the fate of a man who was more accustomed to holding other people’s fates in his hands.

			The detectives were sitting in a small office, a room that had seen historic decisions about war and peace—a backdrop that could hardly be more dramatic or more different from the Israel Police’s regular interrogation rooms. Between the officers and the prime minister was a table, and on the table was a jumbled pile of fresh polling data, an envelope marked “Top Secret” containing a report from Mossad agents in Tehran, an old note from the king of Saudi Arabia, a framed photograph of the prime minister’s children playing in the snow, and an economics book in English with a bookmark between the pages. The detectives began to bombard Netanyahu with accusations about the illicit benefits that he had allegedly received from a billionaire.

			“Do you carry a wallet around, sir?” asked one detective.

			“No,” replied the prime minister.

			“Not even a credit card?”

			“Oh, give me a break,” snapped the suspect. “I get cash taken out for me in the bank, and I put it in my pocket.”

			“Mr. Prime Minister,” said the chief detective, raising his voice because Netanyahu denied any involvement, “do you really believe what you’re saying?”

			“Of course I believe it,” the prime minister bellowed.

			“And I’m telling you—you’re lying.”

			Cue a knock on the door. A note was slipped inside.

			“My apologies,” said the suspect, suddenly switching back to the role of prime minister. “The president of the United States is looking for me on urgent business.”

			“Does this happen often?” asked the chief investigator suspiciously.

			“Yes,” replied the prime minister, shooing the detectives out of the room with a dismissive gesture. “Oh, and if you could please disconnect the recording equipment? This conversation is classified,” he added.

			After about half an hour of talking about Iran’s ballistic missiles program on the telephone, the prime minister put down the red receiver. “Let’s continue,” he said.

			“What color was the champagne you received?” asked the detective.

			“Pink,” replied Netanyahu.

			That night, the prime-time news shows ran two main stories: Netanyahu’s troubles with the law—and mysterious airstrikes on Iranian targets.

			For any Israeli prime minister, life lurches at dizzying speeds between highs and lows, between cordial conversations with foreign presidents and massive headaches with party operatives, between historic decisions and historic political crises, between red telephones and pink champagne. For the most senior politicians, life is equally uplifting and absurd: standing on the steps of the royal palace in Oslo, where he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1994, Shimon Peres had to conduct a blitz of phone calls to settle a dispute between hawks in the Labor Party’s local branch in Netanya.

			When it comes to being prime minister, there is no such thing as “win some, lose some”—it is about winning one minute and losing the next. Whole platoons of journalists, private investigators, and political rivals wake up every morning with one goal in mind: to topple the prime minister. A prime minister’s term in office usually begins with a stunning victory and rousing speech, catches few glimpses of glory on the way, and almost always ends very badly. In the meanwhile, the prime minister must be a leader, a manager, and a statesman all in one, and in order to fulfill these roles for as long as possible, the prime minister must first and foremost be a politician. The only way that Israel’s leaders have managed to bridge the unfathomable gap between the highs of global diplomacy and the bottomless pits into which they stumbled was simply to play politics—and to do so better than any of their rivals.

			Even seasoned observers of Israel struggle to understand it from afar. The Jewish state is a chaotic black box. What triggered the outbreak of war at this particular moment? How did a peace agreement suddenly materialize? Why have there been five national elections in three years? What is Israel: the gay pride parade in Tel Aviv or the tiny religious hilltop outposts? Following the events of October 7 and the subsequent regional conflict that erupted across seven different fronts, the desire to understand Israel has intensified, matched by a growing frustration at the inability to do so.

			The reason for this is that the world looks at Israel through an international prism: its relations with the Arab world, how it battles terrorism, its singular alliance with the United States, and its complex history with Europe. However, there remains another Israel, one that outsiders either fail to see or have given up trying to understand: the Israel of domestic politics and its bizarre alliances. How is it that Israel’s most socialist parties align with the right-wing bloc? Why are the most enthusiastic supporters of aggressive military action voters of ultra-Orthodox parties who refuse to serve in the army? How is it that in the Israeli left, prominent capitalist billionaires join forces with the communist party and battle-hardened generals collaborate with anti-Zionist Arab parties?

			When an Israeli prime minister says to the president of the United States, “That, sir, I cannot do,” he speaks not only as a statesman but also as a politician acutely aware of the precarious nature of his position, which is always just a few votes and days away from potential collapse. When an American president is elected, it is for a full four years. An Israeli prime minister can be ousted at any moment by a no-confidence vote on a Monday afternoon at four o’clock. Consequently, anyone who wants to survive from one Monday to the next must constantly consider the delicate threads that hold their government together. No wonder they can’t sleep at night.

			So why have I written this book? Well, my late grandparents Shalom and Aviva were very strange people. He was a math teacher; she taught English. In their home office, they had two tables with two chairs, like two neighboring kingdoms with friendly relations but different languages. And they had thousands of books. There was an invisible border running down the middle of the room: my grandfather never read my grandmother’s novels and poetry anthologies, and she never leafed through his tomes of math and physics. But they had a wonderful relationship. When she showed him a poem that she had written, he told her, “That’s very nice, but I didn’t understand a word.” And when she had to calculate how much change she would receive at the corner store after buying a loaf of bread and some milk, he was always glad to help her. Despite everything, they shared one common interest: politics—and the understanding that it affects and shapes our lives.

			Luckily for me, I have always been interested in both my grandfather’s numbers and my grandmother’s books. In politics, I found both of them by the bucketload. I have always had an almost perverse fascination about how ballots on Election Day get translated into Knesset seats, and about how the members of the Knesset can turn into a coalition that swears in a new government. The bizarre arithmetical process, whereby millions of votes can change the course of the ship of state, has always struck me as a wonder to be deciphered. The same goes for the funny rumor I once heard about political rivals who keep shouting at each other on TV and later sit down together in the canteen, and the one about ideological allies who look at each other in disgust and can barely say hello.

			Take the Bader-Ofer Law, which used a mathematical formula to swindle the smallest parties and give their surplus votes to the Likud and Labor parties. It was named after its two Knesset sponsors: one from the Likud, who spent years sitting on the opposition benches next to Menachem Begin, and the other from Labor, who ended up taking his own life when he was suspected of corruption. “It’s a mystery: My whole life, I have only helped as much as I could, and I have never done wrong to anyone, so why did this happen to me?” he cried in one of his last letters. Here is Israeli politics in a nutshell: skullduggery, friendship, corruption, tragedy—and the gulf between the exit polls and the real results. How can anyone not love it? Still, today, when I enter the Knesset or spend long nights waiting for the vote count, I can’t believe that my employers pay me for this pleasure. Don’t tell them that I would also do it for free.

			I have not had the pleasure, of course, of meeting David Ben-Gurion (unless you count visiting the old man’s desert hut) or Menachem Begin (although he and his wife, Aliza, went to the movies with my grandparents in Haifa once in the late 1940s). Yitzhak Shamir once visited my elementary school, and even then, I was shocked by how short he was; on TV, politicians always looked larger than life, and yet the prime minister had to look up to speak to sixth graders. I spent dozens of hours with Shimon Peres in the Knesset canteen and even longer with him at the president’s residence, as he lounged around in blue jeans, propped his legs up on the sofa, and drank champagne in the middle of the afternoon. (“Raspberry juice” was his code word when he placed an order with his aides.)

			This book does not claim to be a biography of all of Israel’s prime ministers—there are enough books for that. My aim is to describe the political decisions that they made, just like politicians I knew more closely, under the perpetual specter of the voters’ judgment and their desire to make history. The combination of their will to survive and the power of the most important office in the land generates an incredible energy, which has unleashed dramatic changes in Israel. Israel’s prime ministers planned to form governments or break up parties, but quite unintentionally, they also changed history.

			Nowadays people tend to be nostalgic about the politicians of yesteryear, intellectual giants with a clear sense of purpose. That might be true, but having reported from the Knesset for two decades, I can also remember that politicians from twenty years ago—the ones people miss nowadays—were also described in their time as spineless cynics, pale shadows of those who preceded them twenty years earlier, and so on. So I can’t quite shake off a nagging thought: Are there more hidden truths about Israeli politics that it is time to refute?

			Oxygen is always in short supply in the Knesset. The building was built before the Six-Day War, when there was still a fear of sniper fire from the Jordanian-occupied Old City of Jerusalem. At the last minute, therefore, the architect decided to change the Knesset building’s orientation from east to west, with its back to the prevailing winds. As a result, no air comes through the windows and where there should be air—there are no windows. I learned this from the late writer Amnon Dankner, whose conclusion was stark: “Don’t spend too long in the Knesset—it’ll do irreversible damage to your brain.”

			If this book contains bits of nonsense here and there, it is because, against Dankner’s recommendations, I ended up spending twenty years in the Knesset. In this time, I have learned a thing or two about politicians: For example, they tend to forgive you quite easily if you tell a lie about them, but some of them will never forgive you if you report an unflattering truth. Or that being a professional politician requires two different skill sets: the ability to wage guerrilla warfare in the hallways of power, committees, and the plenary and the ability to get elected, to get the public to follow your lead. Few people have complete command of both. What the vast majority of Israel’s prime ministers had in common was that they knew their way around both Israel’s streets and its long hallways of power; they felt at home both in smoke-filled rooms and in crowded squares. The people who have led Israel since 1948 have shaped, through their decisions, how Israelis elect their leaders, how those leaders form governments, how the public views Haredim (ultra-Orthodox Jews) or Arabs, and the worth of a politician’s word. They shaped Israel itself.

			This book contains eleven chapters about eleven key political decisions made by Israeli prime ministers: from the establishment of the Likud to the collapse of the left; from the moment that Israel was lumbered with an electoral system that has trapped it in endless cycles of elections to the invention of the “rotation” arrangement, an innovative Israeli solution to paralysis; and from the foundation of the right until the birth of the Israeli political center. All this against the dramatic backdrop of wars and peace agreements and of motorcades that keep getting longer and security cordons that keep getting tighter.

			Why specifically these decisions? Because if you understand them, you will understand Israel’s politics. Moreover, these decisions were born out of political necessity, but their impact is felt far beyond the Knesset’s walls. Israelis tend to fail to appreciate how unusual it is that they vote based on the country’s security situation much more than their own economic situation, and that all this began with a phone call that Golda Meir received at 4:00 a.m. They also tend not to understand the massive influence on their lives, from cradle to grave, of Ben-Gurion’s choice of Israel’s electoral system, which empowered tiny parties, or how Begin’s Jewish identity shaped how TV networks still divide the electoral pie on election night. Or how, in their drab and quiet ways, Levi Eshkol and Yitzhak Shamir formed unity governments that cooled passions and led Israel to major achievements. The eleven decisions in this book represent, therefore, an alternative biography of the State of Israel.

			 

			—Amit Segal

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“A Cancer in the Body of the Nation”

			Ben-Gurion’s Decision—
A World-Exclusive Electoral System

			Three words, if spoken on the radio during rush hour, can trigger a worrying spike in road accidents: “the electoral system.” Listeners yawn, drivers start dozing off at the wheel, and cars inexplicably veer from their lanes. Polls in Israel show that only 1 percent of respondents believe that this subject is important, with a margin of error of 4 percent. Mathematically, this means that the true level of interest might even be less than zero. If you ever want to get rid of Israeli guests after a dinner party that has gone on for too long, just say, “Hey, let’s talk about the electoral system,” and you will be pleasantly surprised by how quickly they grab their coats and disappear off to their cars.

			It is only natural, therefore, for this book to begin with a long chapter about Israel’s electoral system. I can only imagine my non-existent literary agent threatening to quit now. Don’t you dare use those three words, she’s warning me, wagging a finger. You promised me stories about Sara Netanyahu? What about a bit of juicy gossip from the Knesset canteen? The book market is brutal enough as it is. Do you seriously expect to sell books like this?

			Call me a weirdo, or don’t read my book, but there is nothing that captivates me, day and night, more than looking into the strange and mysterious ways in which citizens elect their rulers. “Espionage,” John le Carré once wrote, “is the secret theater of our society.” Allow me to propose another possibility: The depth of a nation’s soul is reflected not only in its spy agencies but also in the system of government that it has chosen. Only at first glance does this seem like a matter of technical details, such as the electoral threshold, party list voting, or electors. Behind all these lurk nations’ fears, traumas, and historical memories.

			Take the United Kingdom, for example. The British political system reflects the two most sacred values in the eyes of the Queen’s subjects (and I am not referring to English breakfast tea and the revolting sauce that they call HP, which tastes like printer toner): stability and tradition.

			At the start of 2021, when this book was written, an elderly woman woke up in Buckingham Palace. A servant pulled open the curtains and served her a glass of gin, the first of four that day; then, documents were brought into the room in a red box embossed with the royal insignia. Thus began the 348,575th day of an almost uninterrupted monarchy. William the Conqueror became king of England in 1066, and ever since, spanning eleven centuries and two millennia, his direct descendants have reigned over this rainy island. The kings and queens of England have been cruel and kindhearted, wicked and righteous, young and old, popular and despised—but the sacred continuity has continued. Only once, in 1649, did English subjects rebel and kill their king, the miserable Charles I. This was a supremely un-English moment. Just a few years later, they wised up, looked at each other as if to say, “What have we done?!” and quickly returned the crown to his son’s head and asked for forgiveness. They also decided to execute the chief rebel, Oliver Cromwell. It made no difference to them that Mr. Cromwell was already quite dead. His corpse was exhumed, hanged in public view, and beheaded—just to be extra sure that he was definitely dead.

			That is what stability looks like. What about tradition? Once a year, at the official state opening of Parliament, the British hold a symbolic ceremony that exemplifies the supremacy of the House of Commons over the monarch, whose job has become largely symbolic over time. The door of the chamber is slammed shut in the face of the Queen’s representative, who then taps on it three times with a black rod topped with a miniature golden lion. Since 1642, the same black rod has been struck on the same door every year in the name of the same crown. If you ever ask, “Siri, what’s tradition?” your iPhone might give you a picture of the dent on the door caused by 1,134 knocks, three a year.

			Countries that place their faith in tradition are unafraid to create political systems that impose and guarantee stability. The British electoral system is called “first past the post.” The United Kingdom is divided into 650 electoral constituencies. The candidate who wins the most votes in the London neighborhood of Islington, for example, gets elected to Parliament, even if there were seven candidates and the winner only gained a small percentage of votes. This system almost always guarantees a parliamentary majority for the ruling party, even if it only wins as few as one-third of the votes. A party whose national vote share is only a few percentage points lower, meanwhile, might end up without a single seat. When, once in a generation, no party wins an absolute majority, raising the need for a coalition government, British pundits discuss the prospect with horror, as if the Queen had just been asked to leave her spacious palace and move into a shoebox apartment with roommates.

			In Britain, a Conservative voter can live in a left-wing constituency and never in their whole life have the pleasure that Israelis regularly enjoy: to be represented in the legislature. In places with a warmer climate, this would have already sparked a revolution; but in Britain, the losers make do with downing a pint of Guinness and saying, “Things could have worked out better, don’t you think?”

			The American political system also teaches us a great deal about the most powerful nation in history. When the United States was born, its Founding Fathers were suffering post-traumatic stress disorder, still reeling from the Boston Tea Party. The stubborn King George III had given his assent to discrimination against American tea merchants in favor of their British competitors in order to line his kingdom’s coffers. The British cared deeply about tea; the Americans, about liberty. They chucked crates of tea from British ships into the waters of Boston Harbor, paving a short road to the Declaration of Independence in 1776.

			The young United States of America drew two lessons from the events in Boston: Never leave too much power in the hands of a single ruler—because they might become a tyrant—and always prioritize the individual and their interests over the collective. The American electoral system puts both of these lessons into practice: the United States does not have a king but a president—an innovative institution at the time of its creation, designed to make the head of state a kind of symbolic “director of the board” and not the powerful leader that he has since become. One thing that has not changed since the dawn of American political history is the principle of checks and balances: Congress is usually controlled by the rival party to the president. The president of the United States is usually considered the most powerful person in the world, but most of the time, he is probably not even the most powerful person in Washington. America, the Founding Fathers promised, would never see a dictator.

			No less importantly, Americans do not vote for political parties but for specific people. In principle, one can be elected president without belonging to any political movement. Americans go to the polls with alarming frequency and always vote for individuals: Each citizen casts a vote for president, senators, members of Congress, governor, and sometimes also judges, attorneys general, and sheriffs. That’s America: a country of 330 million individuals.

			Americans become deeply suspicious when they encounter powerful organizations in which individuals might disappear completely, and they are also deeply suspicious of central government. If they can buy a fridge from a hundred different brands, why should their roads always be paved by the same government? Federalism, the decentralization of power into fifty different states, was designed to open up to competition something that in Israel is a greasy and inefficient monopoly: government. If I am disappointed with my fridge, I can always switch to Samsung, Bosch, or Siemens. But what if I am fed up with getting so little back for my tax dollars? In theory, as an Israeli, I can always choose to emigrate—but what if I am a proud patriot or simply love the vibe in Tel Aviv? The federal system invites citizens to treat government as a service and the state as a service provider, which is exposed to competition. If California hikes up taxes and provides them with power cuts and megafires in return, Californians can always move to Texas. But in tiny Israel, as anyone who has ever tried dealing with tax authorities knows, a culture of service is hardly the state’s strong suit. It is hard to be the realization of a millennia-old dream while at the same time also fretting about improving sanitation infrastructure.

			Modern Germany was founded atop the rubble of the terrifying Nazi regime, and the people who designed its political system live in the same square mile that spawned the absolute evil that murdered tens of millions of people. The architects of the new federal republic, determined to stop another monster from seizing power by democratic means, decided to do everything exactly the opposite from before. If the Führer laid waste to Europe from his smoke-filled underground bunker, the new chancellor’s office would be made of glass, so that anyone strolling through the Tiergarten could see Angela Merkel at work.1 If Adolf Hitler rose to power on the back of a dictatorial party, in Germany, any political party without internal democracy and primaries would be shut down, disbanded, and banned. Israelis might joke about Avigdor Lieberman or Yair Lapid’s one-man rule, but if they were German, agents from the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution would have shown up at their doors with an arrest warrant long ago.

			So what does Israel’s electoral system say about it? Well, first and foremost, it reflects the most sacred Israeli value of all, the rock of Israel’s existence: slapdashery. Ben-Gurion’s many biographies hardly mention the consequential debate that shaped how, for the first time in history, the Jewish people would elect its leaders. That’s no coincidence. Appropriately for a country that was dreamed about for two thousand years but built in a fit of absentmindedness, the meeting that decided how Israel would elect its leadership, in late 1948, was not particularly long. Only three people took part in it: Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, Interior Minister Yitzhak Gruenbaum, and Justice Minister Pinchas Rosen. Their sense of urgency was understandable: They had to choose a state emblem, bring over tens of thousands of immigrants on chartered flights and rickety boats, force open the road to Jerusalem, drive back the Arab invasion—and all this before lunch.

			They were short on time and drowning in work. Any debate on the choice of a political and electoral system requires decisions on three fateful questions: First, how much power do you want to give a rival leader, whose personality and policies you completely oppose? Second, should politics be a story about people or about ideology? And third, what is more important: to let elected officials get on with governing or to give the voters maximum representation?

			The first question concerns the nature of the political regime: presidential or parliamentary. Presidents are directly elected by the people for fixed terms. Prime ministers, in contrast, are elected by their countries’ parliaments. They are appointed and ousted not by the voters, but by fellow politicians. If they ignore them, belittle them, or even worse, not answer their phone calls, they will find the movers outside their official residence sooner than expected.

			The second question is more philosophical than political: Should we place our faith in ideas or individuals? Should politicians win the public’s confidence by force of personality, or should they simply be the faceless messengers of a great idea? Direct elections presuppose that politicians are more important than their parties or principles. Proportional representation, meanwhile, encourages people to coalesce around a shared platform, band together as a political party, and go hunting for votes as a team.

			The third question is about the supreme value in a democracy: representation or governance? If all we care about is governance, then maybe one person should receive all the power—and all 120 seats in the Knesset. But this, of course, would swiftly become a dictatorship, silencing the voices of millions of voters. On the other hand, if what matters most is representation, then perhaps we should simply abolish parliaments and hold referenda on everything, from deciding to go to war to raising VAT (value-added tax). This would also not be particularly successful: Democracy is a wonderful thing, but too much of it can be lethal. We pay politicians’ salaries so that they can make unpopular decisions, for which we will hate them and ultimately boot them from power.

			The right model, therefore, must be something in the middle. And the debate is about the purpose of the imposing concrete structure known as the Knesset: Is it a place where arguments are conducted or decisions are made?

			The State of Israel made this historic decision, one that would shape Israelis’ fate for generations, in little more than an hour: It opted for prime minister, not president; ideas, not individuals; arguments, not decisions.

			Let’s step out of the cloistered room where Ben-Gurion chose Israel’s electoral system for a moment and look at the young country from the outside: Israel was a society in which the most vulgar word that anyone could say was “me.” It was a culture that sanctified modesty and glorified the Palmach paramilitary and pioneers—not small business owners and city dwellers. It was a country whose greatest ideal was the world-beating invention of the kibbutz, which aimed to subordinate any sign of individuality to the great socialist vision of collectivism and equality. Kibbutz members fought with one hand against seven Arab armies and with another against egoism and bourgeois values.

			The first Israelis admired the kibbutzniks. They elected no fewer than twenty-six of them to the First Knesset.2 The kibbutzim of Mishmar HaEmek and Ein Harod each sent five representatives to the legislature. In 1978, Aharon Yadlin, one of the most popular officials in the left-wing Alignment, announced his surprise resignation from the Knesset. The reason quickly came to light: The members of his kibbutz, Hatzerim, had demanded that he quit public life and go back to working on the farm. They intended for this former education minister to become their duty dishwater; after three months, he would be promoted to the role of “integration coordinator”; and if he proved his worth, he would be appointed secretary of the kibbutz. The press ran photos of Yadlin standing behind massive dirty pots in the communal canteen of the kibbutz.3

			It was a time when the “will of the movement” was not an empty excuse for self-justifying politicians but a genuine reason for their actions. Politicians had their own desires back then, of course, but they avoided publicizing their hunger for power in order not to turn off the voters. When Israel’s third prime minister, Levi Eshkol, died in office, Golda Meir was horrified to read a report in the newspaper that she wanted to succeed him. Back then, the best way to thwart an Israeli politician’s promotion was to prove that they wanted it.4 “I have never been asked something so cruel,” she said, wringing her hands, when asked to head the government.5 In the end, she obliged, nonetheless.

			If we jump back to Ben-Gurion’s office, hoping that we haven’t missed the big decision, it is no surprise that the young country was about to adopt one of the most extreme electoral systems anywhere on earth: Israel, it was decided, would never elect a person, only an idea. The movement is more important than the man; the party, more important than the individual.6 Since then, when Israelis step into the voting booth, they are faced only with the names of parties, not of individual candidates. They might think that they are voting against Netanyahu as prime minister but end up electing the twenty-ninth candidate on his party’s list, whose name they have never heard before. Israeli electoral law gives no particular advantage to the first person on a party’s list, even if they lead their party to winning all 120 seats in the Knesset. The day after the elections, even the most anonymous backbencher can form a government.

			The first rule of shopping at a market is never to buy strawberries in a box, only in bulk—one by one. Otherwise, the stallholder will slip you the rotten ones at the bottom. In politics, the rule is completely different: The rotten ones usually rise to the top, but as a voter, you have to take the whole box.

			The power given to Israeli political parties has given rise to an eye-popping paradox: In the holy of holies of Israeli democracy, the Knesset plenary, lawmakers are prevented from exercising their democratic right to vote as they see fit. They are obligated by factional and coalitional discipline. Meir Ariel, the popular Israeli folk singer, sang about this once: “I’ve noticed that members of Knesset sometimes / get permission to vote according to their conscience, / which means that most of the time, / members of Knesset are voting against their conscience.”7

			The party list system means that one can only enter the Knesset by public transport, so to speak: on party buses, not in private vehicles. Of the 194 countries in the world, only the Netherlands and Slovakia have similar electoral systems.

			Look at Israel in the eighth decade of independence: at the glistening skyscrapers of Tel Aviv, the narcissistic outbursts on social media, the politicians who remember to say “we” only when they discover a need to share the heavy burden of failure. Look at the privatized kibbutzim. One day, in 2015, Israel woke up to discover that not a single kibbutznik remained in the Knesset. Only Israel’s electoral system has remained loyal to kibbutz values.

			Ben-Gurion’s second decision was about the electoral threshold. Imagine the electoral threshold as a barrier outside the Knesset building, where the guards check the trunk of every car. Only parties that have crammed enough votes inside can drive through the gates of the legislature. How strict should the security check be? If the bar is too high, only a few parties will be able to enter. In this scenario, it would be quite easy to govern inside, but the outside would be swarming with disgruntled crowds. If the number of required votes is lowered, in contrast, only a few disappointed souls will be left outside—but the inside will be a cacophonous mess and extremely difficult to govern.

			Here too, Israel’s Founding Fathers made a highly unusual choice: At the entrance of the old Knesset building, they decided that there would be no barrier at all. Any party that won enough votes for a single seat would be represented in the Israeli parliament. And thus, the First Knesset contained one representative from the Yemenite Association; one from WIZO, the Women’s International Zionist Organization (a sixty-year-old housekeeper from Haifa); one farmer and one lawyer from a small local party in Nazareth; and even a single representative from the small Lehi paramilitary group. Three thousand votes were all one needed to serve in the world’s first Jewish legislature.

			Why did Ben-Gurion avoid raising the electoral threshold, which might have reduced the number of parties from twelve to three or four? Here too, he was giving expression to the soul of the nation. Biblical Judaism featured hugely powerful monarchs, but the rabbinical Judaism that followed the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE exalted and glorified arguments. Every morning, the beit midrash—the Jewish study hall—hosted a noisy debate club. “These and these are the words of the living God,” declared nobody other than the Almighty himself, according to one popular Talmudic story. Students of the Talmud often find themselves at their wits’ end after reading arguments that go on for pages and pages and then end suddenly without a resolution. It is as if the editor of the Talmud was so engrossed by this breathtaking battle of brains that he forgot that in the end there had to be a real decision.

			The fact of argumentation as the way of life is also a natural consequence of Jewish history: After two thousand years without central leadership or elected institutions, it was impossible for any particular group to impose its will on others by means of law, guns, or the police. All they had was their words.

			Throughout the ages, rabbinical Jews clashed with Karaites and the rabbi Maimonides with other contemporary luminaries. The scholarly Misnagdim went head-to-head with Hasidic Jews; Reform Jews clashed with Orthodox Jews. And for the most part, Jews waged these battles with the most lethal weapon at their disposal: their sharp tongues. During the long, cold years of the Jews’ dispersion, they kept themselves warm through words. Lots of words. The word “parliament”—from the French parler, meaning “to speak”—could have been coined for the chosen people. When the sun rose on Zionism at the famous conference in Basel in 1897, the Jews were already squabbling with each other as factions. In a famous song, Yoram Taharlev wondered whether this was what killed the Jewish state’s founding visionary, Theodor Herzl: “One demands revolution, the other equality / one demands the whole of Zion / and Herzl, who had nothing left in his life / gave them his heart and shut his eyes.”8

			There was also another reason: In its first few years, Israel absorbed immigrants from dozens of Jewish communities around the world, almost all from countries without a tradition of democracy. The conflict between pre-state Israel’s two major paramilitary groups over the authority to use arms within the borders of the new state had ended a few months earlier with Israel Defense Forces (IDF) artillery shelling the Altalena, a ship ferrying arms for the rival Irgun militia. Nineteen Jews were killed, and Menachem Begin, the incoming leader of the opposition, was nearly the twentieth casualty. In an act symbolizing Israel’s admission into the Middle East, government cannons took potshots at the future opposition leader. He jumped into the water and swam ashore to Tel Aviv, shivering with cold and fury. The young State of Israel took advantage of the first ceasefire in the war against the Arabs for a brief war between the Jews.

			So many years later, it is hard to grasp the reality in which the Arabs of Israel, citizens of the young state, went to the polls just a few months after some of them waged a battle of life and death against the same Jewish state. Many Arabs had been killed, many had been expelled, and the minority who remained soon received voting cards embossed with the reviled Star of David.

			It is easy to understand, therefore, why Israel decided to adopt a system that would give almost every citizen their own representative in the Knesset. In the absence of a democratic tradition and under the specter of a deadly national conflict, there was a genuine fear that any minority who felt unrepresented would try to storm the parliament building with tanks.

			This fear has subsided over the years. In the 1950s, stones were thrown at the Knesset during a protest against the reparations deal with West Germany, and a prime minister was murdered in the heart of Tel Aviv because of a bitter dispute over the state’s borders, but the overall score for Israeli democracy is “very good.” As of 2021, a total of 2,322,099 votes have been wasted under the electoral threshold. But nobody has tried to storm the Knesset building. Even on the Knesset’s stormiest days, it is worth remembering that the opposition leader in Egypt is in jail, the opposition leader in Syria drives around in an armored personnel carrier, the opposition leader in Lebanon lies six feet under, and the opposition leader in Israel meets the prime minister once a month for a friendly conversation over coffee and bagels.

			One thing that could have strengthened the connection between voters and their representatives, which even then looked quite flimsy, would have been regional elections. Ben-Gurion considered this briefly before deciding against it: There was still a war raging over the nation’s borders. So many soldiers were stuck in the freezing cold, miles from their homes, unable to return to vote. One in one hundred citizens would be killed throughout Israel’s War of Independence, and many of the men were still fighting on the front. With the country’s borders fluctuating day by day, there was no point dividing the country into electoral constituencies. Israel was fated to be a state without voting districts.

			One of the immediate results of this decision was that the inescapably sour aftertaste that lingers in every democracy would be especially sour for Israel’s citizens: the feeling that public representatives are disconnected. The reason is, indeed, that they really are disconnected. This is worth repeating: In Israel, citizens do not elect members of the Knesset. They elect parties, which elect members of the Knesset, who elect the prime minister, who nominates ministers.

			This is all connected to the absence of constituencies—another word that does not exist in Hebrew because there has never been a need for it. The word “constituency” describes not just a voting district, but the sacred relationship between members of parliament and the inhabitants of the districts who elected them as their representatives. In most of the world, nothing is dearer or more sacred to politicians than the satisfaction of their voters, far away at home. If the representative for Iowa’s Third Congressional District has the president of the United States waiting on the phone, but on the other line has an activist for the local beef industry also waiting, it is anyone’s guess which person the Iowan congressman will answer first. In Britain, the foreign secretary can schmooze with the world’s rich and powerful during the week, but every Friday he or she must listen attentively as local residents complain about municipal taxes or garbage collections, and the same goes for every other member of the British Parliament.

			Even the short working week of just three days and the long recesses—one month in the summer, two in the spring—were designed to enable politicians to return from the capital and visit their constituents in the days before telephones, computers, and airplanes. In the nineteenth century, a senator from Florida had to travel back home for weeks from Washington, DC, in a horse-drawn wagon in order to meet the people who had sent him there, hear their petitions, and tell them about his work on their behalf. Most members of the Knesset are just an hour from home and a click of a button from their voters, but they still enjoy nearly one hundred days of vacation a year.9

			The Israeli electoral system, like matzah, is only half-baked. The people who came up with it kneaded it into Israel’s national ethos, the Jewish character, their deep worry for the young country’s stability, and short-term practical concerns. Never mind, they consoled themselves, we’ll try it out once, and if it doesn’t work—we’ll just change it!10 This is probably also what the Israelites thought when they escaped from Egypt, but we are still eating their matzah recipe over three thousand years later. Ben-Gurion, eat your heart out.

			The Israeli electoral system fits Israel like your high school jeans fit you in your middle age. It used to suit Israel perfectly. But with more “me” and less “us,” in the absence of fears of a civil war, in a feverish world that prefers snap judgments over never-ending debates—Israel’s electoral system no longer fits the new generation of Israelis.

			Ben-Gurion was not thrilled with the scheme to begin with. He favored regional elections, with directly elected members of the Knesset, but somewhat out of character, he was not particularly insistent. If there was one person in Israel who could have comfortably said, “L’État, c’est moi,” it was Ben-Gurion. With his signature combination of prophetic vision and sharp-elbowed politicking, he did everything to shape the State of Israel exactly as he envisaged it. When needed, he did not hesitate to use the security services to eavesdrop on political rivals. He doggedly persecuted rival paramilitary groups during the Saison (the crackdown on the Irgun insurgency against the British authorities), forcefully dismantled the Palmach, volunteered helpless Jewish immigrants from Arab countries to settle the desert, and forced IDF generals to adopt new surnames because he believed that proper Hebrew soldiers should be commanded by officers with proper Hebrew names. He intervened in everything in obsessive detail, from Israel’s nuclear program to the flag design. Even ptitim, the toasted pasta ball dish that became a staple of Israeli cuisine for decades, was invented on his orders as a substitute for rice. His political enemies, of whom there was no shortage, came up repeatedly against an iron fist. The State of Israel would be made in the image of one man alone.

			So how was it possible that it was this leader who suddenly accepted, with such equanimity, an electoral system that would constrain his power? The biblical hero Samson was shorn of his hair and stripped of his strength because he succumbed to the dark charms of a philistine beauty, but Ben-Gurion surrendered his political powers of his own free will. There was no Delilah to make him imprison his party and himself in the chains of a coalition. He was a genius and a cruel man, but nobody ever accused him of generosity.

			We shall probably never know the answer: Ben-Gurion’s biographies are too stingy on the details. Perhaps he felt that this was one battle too many, or perhaps he was just a bit complacent. His party, Mapai, in any case, enjoyed clear primacy and a perfect place in the center of the political map.

			Ben-Gurion would live to regret his decision bitterly. When the ballots were counted for the Constituent Assembly soon after independence, Mapai was disappointed to discover that it had won only a third of the votes: The party won forty-four seats in the 120-seat assembly, with a huge lead over every other party, but not enough to govern by itself. Its leader would soon discover that he had been stripped of his powers to shape the State of Israel in his image: He wanted a constitution but gave in to the religious parties’ aversion to the principle of equality. He wanted universal conscription, but the ultra-Orthodox representatives put up a fight, and he found that he had been outmatched.

			Ben-Gurion would also pay an even heavier price: Over the years, he resigned as prime minister no fewer than seven times because of political crises inflicted on him by Israel’s electoral system. The statist leader who crafted Israel in his own image would keep banging his head against the wall in frustration at the system that granted so much power to the most fringe parties. But the wall on which he kept banging his head never fell down.

			It is easy to understand why Ben-Gurion wanted a majoritarian system of constituency-based elections: It would allow any party that won widespread support across most of the country to govern with an alarming amount of power. In 1969, the Alignment (the successor of Ben-Gurion’s Mapai) won fifty-six seats, compared to the twenty-six for Menachem Begin’s Gahal party. But if the elections had been held on a regional basis, the Alignment would have mustered an astonishing 103 seats.11 On the other hand, Ben-Gurion, who despised Begin, would have been horrified to know that in 2020, his original choice of electoral system would have given Netanyahu’s Likud not thirty-six seats but ninety-two.

			Israel’s founding father set about fighting the golem that he had created with his own bare hands in the only way that he knew: stubbornness, with a splash of obsession. The inventor of the Israeli melting pot claimed that the electoral system was fostering divisions between the country’s ethnic groups, between native-born Israelis and new immigrants, and between different cultures.12 He even called it “a cancer in the body of the nation.” But none of the treatments to excise this tumor worked.

			With the formation of Israel’s fourth government, it was agreed to raise the electoral threshold to 10 percent, which would sweep the fragments of splinter parties out of the Knesset once and for all.13 But it was then that the absurd power of these fragments proved itself: Although two parties in the coalition enjoyed an absolute majority in the Knesset, they had to make more and more concessions—from 10 to 5 percent, then from 5 to 4, and by the time they dropped to 2 percent, Ben-Gurion had lost interest. Even after seventy years of superhuman efforts on the part of the major parties, the electoral threshold remains much lower than they wanted, at just 3.25 percent.14

			From this point, everything went downhill. Instead of focusing on his own party’s election campaign, Ben-Gurion spent the campaign for the Third Knesset sponsoring a satellite party that supported changing the electoral system, but this party failed to take off and quit the race. In the run-up to the elections for the Fifth Knesset, Ben-Gurion demanded that the Mapai’s platform contain just a single promise: a new electoral system.15 The rejection of his proposal marked the end of the road for Israel’s first prime minister in the movement that he had helped to found back in 1948.

			Here we have the answer to an ancient philosophical riddle: Ben-Gurion did create a rock that was too heavy—even for him—to lift.

			It is easier to grasp the drawbacks of Israel’s system if we look at its political calendar and divide it into two periods: one, when Israel has a transitional government because of elections or coalition negotiations and the other, with a full-time, functioning government. In economic terms, the first period is the investment stage, and the second is the payback: The country invests time and money in the hope of receiving a yield in the form of many days of stability.

			Any investment adviser who looks at the data from Israel’s electoral system would tell you: Run away as fast as you can!

			In Britain, the process of government formation starts and ends with a polite bow before the Queen. In a wonderfully British combination of misanthropy and sportsmanship, at six o’clock in the morning after an electoral upheaval, a moving van pulls up in front of 10 Downing Street. In Israel, the process can easily take two months and often collapses on the way. When, in Britain in 2010, forty-eight hours had passed since the polls closed without the formation of a new government, newspaper headlines in London cried that the situation was intolerable. In the United States, presidential terms are limited to four years and the transition period, just ten weeks. Since the Second World War, Britain and the United States have each invested around two years of transitions in order to create seventy years of continuous government.

			But in Israel? Election campaigns are getting longer, terms in office are getting shorter, and the results are accordingly shocking: In its first seventy-two years of independence, Israel has frittered away no less than eleven years, two months, and four days on elections and coalition talks. Israel’s prime ministers are supposed to build the Jewish national home, but instead, they waste much of their time on sealing the roof, fixing leaks, and collecting maintenance fees.

			Even once a government is finally sworn in, power gets handed to the small- and medium-sized parties. Only to Israelis does it seem natural that a party with just a handful of seats, such as Shas, keeps winning plenty of ministerial portfolios and budgets, while a party that wins three or four times as many seats spends years rotting in the opposition. Just like in the United States, where presidential candidates invest so much more in tiny Iowa than in California or Texas, in Israel, all voters are equal, but some are more equal than others.

			The most striking consequence of Israel’s electoral system is the massive gulf between public opinion on matters of religion and state and government policy. While Israelis have been increasingly drifting toward liberal positions in recent decades, their governments have been chained to the ultra-Orthodox monolith. Most Israeli citizens support civil marriage, equal rights for same-sex couples, the smashing of the chief rabbinate’s monopoly on kashrut certification, and less stringent conversion standards. But in the present system, in which everyone depends on Shas and United Torah Judaism (UTJ), the target date for all these reforms is…never (and maybe, if Israel were to lie down on Sigmund Freud’s couch, it might admit that its national subconscious has also played a role here: After all, Israel was never going to be a country where Shabbat is just a normal weekend like in other countries, even if there might occasionally be a majority for it).

			A government that is but the sum of the pressures applied by its members will never be able to fully implement the manifesto of any constituent party. Israelis can vote for a Likud party that promises to move mountains to roll back judicial activism or lower food prices, but in order to form a government, the party ends up selling the justice portfolio to a left-wing party and the economics portfolio to a socialist. And most outrageously, there is nobody to blame. The damage is inflicted on the parties’ credibility: They can promise heaven and earth and then explain that in order to form a coalition, their hands were tied. And the result is that Israeli parties do not bother to write manifestos anymore. There are no manifestos, because nobody has any expectations.

			***

			Yitzhak Shamir, Israel’s seventh prime minister, wrote in the 1990s: “I have a rule that I never break. I never fight for any role. Till today, I have never gotten used to the American approach of politicians running for a specific office.”16 But his successors got used to it very quickly. When Benjamin Netanyahu ran for the leadership of the Likud in 1993, he held a televised debate with his challengers: David Levy, Moshe Katsav, and Benny Begin. Compared to him, they looked like a wandering herd of unshepherded dinosaurs. “I am the only one who can restore the Likud to power!” claimed Netanyahu, ignoring Levy’s astonished cries of “Napoleon!” Begin, appalled, reprimanded him: “I don’t recall that in the Likud’s greatest days, any of its leaders imagined themselves to be the only man who could get things done. In any case, an odd style.”17 But by now, Begin was the one who looked odd. The American style that Netanyahu imported included the intensive use of the first-person singular, telegenic skills, and even a live televised admission of an affair.

			The massive earthquake in Israeli politics had begun to rumble three years earlier, in 1990, in the most un-American place in the country: the cowshed of the moshav of Yad Binyamin. The State of Israel was governed at the time by a mammoth unity government containing both the Likud and Labor parties, headed by Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir and his deputy, Shimon Peres.

			Two years after the 1988 election, Peres grew tired of his partnership with Shamir, whom he considered a man of the past: Peres was pushing for a peace deal with the Palestinians, while Shamir was personally calling journalists to nag them to stop writing on the subject. “The Palestinians are a passing phase, like men’s earrings,” he fumed. Peres spotted an opportunity to form an alternative government: He forged a secret alliance with two religious parties, Agudat Yisrael and Shas, and in a dramatic no-confidence vote, for the only time in Israeli history, he managed to bring down the government.

			But it quickly became clear that it is much harder to build a government than to demolish one. On the morning of the fateful confidence motion for the new government, after signing a coalition deal with Agudat Yisrael, Peres discovered that two ultra-Orthodox legislators—Eliezer Mizrachi and Avraham Verdiger—had disappeared, as if the earth had swallowed them whole. His fears intensified when he looked over the coalition deal and noticed that Verdiger’s signature was not even on the document. Peres’s staff ran to the archives of Israel’s only TV channel, rewatched the tape of the news report, and realized that the smarmy Verdiger had only waved his pen over the agreement, without actually signing it.

			Never since the infamous abduction of a child by his grandparents in the 1960s had a Haredi citizen been the subject of such a massive national manhunt. In the end, the pair were tracked down: Mizrachi was hiding in an orchard near Rehovot, and Verdiger—in a cowshed. Peres’s big day ended, and not for the first time, in sadness. Israel’s now-former “next prime minister” burst into tears and collapsed into the arms of President Chaim Herzog. The First Lady had to feed him hot soup to bring him back to his senses because the Knesset canteen was closed for Passover. The “stinking maneuver,” as Yitzhak Rabin called the episode with evident glee, indeed ended with the strong whiff of cow dung.

			The foul stench of three months of crisis, characterized by shameless political extortion and undisguised bribery, spread across Israel. Anonymous backbenchers, whom nobody had ever heard of, suddenly came to hold the country’s fate in their hands. In order to end the crisis, one had to be bribed with the role of tourism minister, a second with ambassadorship to Georgia, and a third with the deputy minister position for Jerusalem (a city that had gotten along just fine for three thousand years without a deputy minister). One day, Shamir was astonished to discover that one member of the Knesset was demanding, as a condition for his support, a bank guarantee that he would honor their agreement: $10 million, which he demanded that the Likud deposit in a trust account.18 His rationale was understandable: The previous agreement that Shamir had signed, with the right-wing Tehiya party, had been rudely violated two years earlier. When its astonished party leader asked Shamir what he was supposed to do with their agreement now, Shamir dryly replied: “I guess you can frame it on the wall.”

			Israel’s summer anthem that year was a song by the rock band T-Slam about a generic politician: “The conversation was clear, he was promised stuff, / for years, he hasn’t represented the voters / He looks at the landscape of the country he loved / So what if on the way he lied and stole? / His face is reflected in the window in the corner / His face is the face of the country.”

			Tens of thousands of Israelis took part in a massive rally in Kings of Israel Square in Tel Aviv, demanding electoral reform. They also had a proposal: direct elections for prime minister, giving him untrammeled power and protection from the blackmail that had embittered the lives of so many Israeli premiers, and which had appreciated at a dizzying rate of inflation. Ben-Gurion had distributed ministerial jobs on the basis of one for every six members of the Knesset; Shamir was forced to give one ministerial portfolio for every three members. The audacity and political appetite of Israel’s politicians were at an all-time high, and the public was fed up with the perceived corruption. In their imagination, Israelis hoped to vote for a strong and popular leader—not another gray apparatchik or “first among equals,” but someone who could govern with a heavy hand, without the annoying need to keep appeasing coalition partners.

			Israel was already being transformed by the winds of change: The Israeli textile and manufacturing industries were clearing the way to high tech, which was taking its first steps and transforming young millionaires into cultural icons. New values and lifestyles were imported from the United States through cable TV (albeit with several months’ delay after the original broadcast). At the height of the stinking maneuver, and as a direct consequence of it, forty-five thousand soccer fans were shocked when three of Israel’s greatest soccer stars—Ronny Rosenthal, Eli Ohana, and Shalom Tikva—back in Israel after playing for their European teams, refused to play against the Soviet national team because the Israeli national club had not taken out injury insurance for them. Angry fans booed the team during the Israeli national anthem and spent the whole game cheering on the baffled Soviet players. The three musketeers taught the crowd the hard way that even in sports, the “me” was more important than the “us,” and that their legs’ well-being was no less important than the nation’s morale.

			Slowly but surely, modernity snuck into Israel’s fossilized and inflexible parties. Until the late 1970s, almost every party selected its Knesset list using a party committee. These committees all looked the same: They were small groups of middle-aged Ashkenazi men (with the odd token woman or Mizrahi man thrown in), meeting in closed, smoke-filled rooms in a world that had yet to discover the dangers of secondhand smoking. They went through names one by one, almost all of them middle-aged men with graying hair, until white smoke came out, and the party announced the composition of its list without any explanation.

			In 1977, the Likud started selecting its Knesset candidates in a process called “the sevens,” which shifted deliberations to a slightly larger and better aerated room. Members of the Likud central committee elected seven representatives at once in a process that, like early computers, now looks clunky and cumbersome but at the time looked like the height of innovation. The result was a young and attractive list, with diverse representation. The nomination process helped the Likud to pitch itself as modern and in touch with the people, and thus to pull off the great electoral upset that ousted the left from power.

			Fifteen years later, ahead of the 1992 election, Labor elected its leader in party primaries for the first time, with tens of thousands of members voting. For the four previous elections, the party’s wheelers and dealers had picked Shimon Peres, but the masses gave their backing to Yitzhak Rabin, who proved to be more popular, and he pulled off a victory. The conclusion was clear: The road to power ran through opening up a party’s ranks and paying special attention to candidates, not just positions. Ben-Gurion’s name never appeared on Mapai’s ballot, but in the election for the Thirteenth Knesset, the Labor Party ballot read: “Labor, headed by Rabin.” The party’s name disappeared from its catchy jingle, its other candidates were hidden away, and the tired sheaves of wheat in the party’s logo were trashed in favor of a headshot of the prime minister-to-be.

			Local authorities had long since started holding direct elections for mayor, and the country was awash with popular local leaders, from Tel Aviv’s Shlomo Lahat to Jerusalem’s Teddy Kollek. And if direct elections had worked at the municipal level and the party level, then why not at the national level? In 1990, lawmakers from most parties in the Knesset started pushing for change, to bring Israel into the new millennium with a brand-new electoral system.

			But by the time the bill came up for a final vote in the Knesset two years later, it looked like the old joke about a camel being a horse designed by committee. An amendment submitted at 1:15 a.m. suddenly gave the Knesset back the power to accept or reject the prime minister–elect’s new government and the ability to express no confidence in it. Members of the Knesset were presented a strange, two-headed creature—one without parallel anywhere on earth: a directly elected prime minister who still needed the legislature’s approval for his coalition; a leader elected by millions of citizens, who could still be ousted by sixty-one members of the Knesset. He would have to rally the support of Israeli voters once every four years while also fending off no-confidence motions once a week.

			When Israelis went to the polls in 1996, for the first time they cast two ballots: a yellow ballot for prime minister and a white ballot for a party for the Knesset. The lamentable result soon became clear: The voters had decided to split their votes, responding to the new Third Way party’s message that voting for both Rabin and Labor was like voting for “bread inside pita.” After fulfilling their civil duty by voting for a prime minister from the major parties, Israelis had pampered themselves by voting for a range of small, one-off boutique parties, which were suddenly not quite so small.

			The two major parties were dramatically weakened, and for the first time since Israel’s independence, they lost their absolute majority in the Knesset. Three years later, the two parties collapsed to just forty-two seats combined. The Knesset’s center of gravity could no longer hold its own weight. Instead of reducing the small parties’ blackmail power, the new electoral system only intensified it. Israel no longer had large parties, nor did it really have any small ones. Instead, the Knesset was littered with many medium-sized parties.

			The governments that served after this electoral reform were short-lived and miserable: Netanyahu was elected by 1.5 million citizens in 1996, and two and a half years later came the final death knell for his government, which in misty memory looked like one long coalition crisis. His successor, Ehud Barak, was elected by a landslide—only to tumble within a year and a half into the most crushing defeat in Israeli political history. For a month, he found himself navigating a political crisis that was bizarre even by Israeli standards: the question of when to transport a large turbine belonging to the national electricity company. In the end, the turbine was moved on Shabbat—the holy day of rest—and UTJ quit the government. The man who defeated Barak in the subsequent election, Ariel Sharon, knew what his first step would be: On his first day in office, in the winter of 2001, he revoked the direct elections law. Out of breath and licking its wounds, Israel fell back into the arms of the electoral system that it had scrapped nine years earlier without intending to return.

			Years later, Israel’s major parties are still struggling to recover from this setback. Between Israel’s independence in 1948 and the direct elections reform, the ruling party had always won at least forty seats in every election. Yet, never since this reform has any party won at least forty seats. Israelis became enamored with voting for boutique parties that reflected their opinions to a tee. The era in which the large majority of Israelis voted for the two major parties was an era of limited choice both on television and in supermarkets: In the 1980s, Israelis had only one channel and could choose, at best, between skimmed and semi-skimmed milk. But nowadays there is a mind-boggling array of channels on TV, and supermarkets sell soy milk, rice milk, low-lactose milk, lactose-free milk, and many other options. No wonder that Israelis have also become fussy eaters in politics: Two Sephardic ultra-Orthodox parties ran in 2015, and in 2019, there were no fewer than three national-religious parties.

			Political extortion also increased accordingly. Barak, who had complained bitterly during his premiership about the extortionate price that he was forced to pay his partners, a decade later extorted Netanyahu for the eye-watering price of four ministries for his five-person party, Independence. The Netanyahu-Benny Gantz rotation government contained thirty-five ministers for seventy-two lawmakers, almost a ratio of one to two. A Knesset seat, once a life’s goal in its own right, had become—in the minds of Israel’s politicians—a mere pit stop, as short as possible, on the way to their real destination: the government. Ehud Olmert served in the Knesset for fourteen years before being appointed a minister, and he never complained. In the past decade, members of the Likud and the Blue and White party who were not given a ministerial position in their first year banged their fists on the table and threatened to quit.

			Worst of all: A nation still suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder after electoral reform thirty years ago is finding it extremely difficult to muster the courage for another, more successful attempt at reform. And thus, roughly once a week, members of the Knesset take turns to strut up to the prime minister’s bureau and exploit a brief moment of power to rattle off demands. On the right-hand side of the door is a portrait of David Ben-Gurion, and if you look closely, you might just catch a glimpse of his seething fury.
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