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Major Party Politics in a Multi-Party System:
The Mapai Party of Israel
SCOTT D. JOHNSTON*
Hamline University
ABSTRACT - This study has concerned itself with the main outlines of the Mapai Party's position
and contributions to the Israeli political system. The implications of that position, and the functions
the porty has performed have been shown to be of very substantial significance for the operating
of the system. Suggestive possibilities are raised concerning a comparative examination of other
party systems with the Israeli model of multi-party politics and its one major pluralist party, although it will be necessary to keep in mind that the Israeli model may be so unique that such
an approach may not prove to be feasible. It is an approach, however, that deserves to be attempted .

In November 1965, the Mapai Party of Israel ( Israel
Labor Party), under the leadership of Premier Levi Eshkol and in an electoral "Alignment" with the much smaller
socialist party Achdut Haavoda (Unity of Labor), scored
an impressive victory in parliamentary elections to the
sixth Knesset, despite the fact that the totals were five seats
less than the two parties had achieved as separate entities
in the previous election. The nature of this universally acknowledged victory for Mapai and its junior partner was
to be found in the challenge that had been confronted and
overcome. David Ben Gurion, the leading figure in the
founding of Mapai, who had voluntarily retired as the
long-time premier of the country in 1963, had led a fuliscale revolt against Eshkol and the existing establishment
of the party. This revolt had led through various stages of
intraparty controversy, breaking fully open in late 1964
when Premier Eshkol forced a test of strength between
himself and Ben Gurion over the latter's determination to
press adamantly for a judicial inquiry into the long standing "Lavon Affair," which had become the most disruptive
internal political issue that the country had faced and
which had produced in 1961 1 one major Cabinet crisis
and parliamentary elections. In December of 1964 Eshkol
• B.A., B.S., M.A., Ph.D. ( 1948) University of Minnesota.
Professor and Chairman of Political Science, Hamline University; Coordinator of Area Studies, Far East, St. Paul private
Four College program, and Instructor in charge of governmental studies in Middle East Studies. This paper represents part
of a larger project that the author entered upon in 1960 under a
grant from the Social Science Research Council while on a sabbatical leave from Hamline University; research and interviews
have been carried on in Israel for periods of time during 1960,
1961, 1963, and 1966.
1
The Lavon Affair had its origins in a "security disaster" in
1954 during the tenure of Pinhas Lavon in the vital Defense
Ministry, which had been headed previously by Ben Gurion. It
was necessary for Lavon to leave the post of minister of defense.
In the fall of 1960, the issue suddenly was raised by Lavon, who now occupied the important position of secretarygeneral of the powerful major trade-union federation of the
country, the Histadrut. Lavon also raised other charges in connection with the case . After a series of investigations and reports,
and amidst the crash of political crockery within the ranks of
Mapai, Ben Gurion forced Lavon's removal from his Histadrut
post by submitting his own resignation as premier (Eshkol in
1964 showed himself to be an apt pupil). The affair has continued to simmer and boil ever since, as incomprehensible as
this seems to most outside observers.
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submitted his resignation and, in effect, that of his Cabinet
to President Za}man Shazar. Within days Eshkol reconstituted his Cabinet in precisely the same lines in regards to
coalition parties and ministers as before, and as one perceptive journalist put it, "If the government had fallen, it
had not fallen very far." 2 Although Ben Gurion still posessed the capacity for seriously embarrassing actions, an
important milestone had been reached and passed. The
nation and Mapai had moved into the "post-Ben Gurion
era." Eshkol's leadership in Mapai was further confirmed
by the party's national convention in February of 1965. 3
By May of 1965 Ben Gurion publicly pronounced Eshkol as unqualified to be Premier, and in June he and six
Knesset colleagues ( they were joined in September by a
seventh man, former Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan) announced the formation of Rafi (the Israel Labor List).
Widespread predictions, however, of major electoral losses
for Mapai, and of corresponding gains for Rafi in the November Knesset elections, as had already been noted, were
not borne out. The internal organization of Mapai also
weathered the storm better than most observers had anticipated, demonstrating again the resilience of the party.
Within the scope of the Israeli party system the verdict of
the polls was a vote of confidence for Eshkol and associates, and Mapai's position of long term hegemony in Israeli politics was reconfirmed.
An examination of the Mapai Party and the roles that
it plays within the Israeli political system presents useful
insights into the functioning of the most mature democratic party operation in the Middle East.• The Israeli
'Leah Ben Dor, Everyone his own Lawyer. The Jerusalem
Post Weekly, December 18, 1964, p. 5.
• Eshkol received a 63 per cent vote of confidence for the
policy of proposed electoral alignment with Achdut Haavoda
(Unity of Labor), which Ben Gurion vigorously opposed, along
with other Eshkol policies and activities. The Ben Gurion demand for a judicial inquiry into the Lavon Affair was rejected
by a 59 per cent vote. Eshkol aroused the convention to deepfelt applause when he cried, "Ben Gurion, give me a chance."
The Jerusalem Post Weekly, February 19, 1965, p. 1.
' This could be interpreted as somewhat faint praise within the
context of Middle East politics. The Israeli party system, however, is impressively mature by any standards; only the Turkish
and then the Lebanese party- political group systems come at all
close in any significant respects to the Israeli operation, and even
then there are more contrasts than comparisons.
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model also offers insights into larger areas of comparative politics for principles of operation and the n1atter
of a typology of parties.
A few points need to be sketched at the outset concerning the most fundamental features of the system. The
most obvious point is the multi-party character of the
system. Eleven different party "lists" obtained the necessary one per cent of the vote in the I 961 elections to secure one or more parliamentary mandates in Israel's
system of selecting all 120 Knesset members on a country-wide basis under proportional representation. Mapai
has dominated the electoral scene, polling from 32 .2 per
cent to 38.2 per cent of the total vote cast in six national elections (Table 1). With the exc1::ption of the
1951 election in which the General Zionist Party polled
I 8. 9 per cent of the votes, no other single party has ever
gone above 13. 7 per cent.
lt is accurate to say that the State of Israel was brought
into existence by political parties that were highly organized and developed entities, with systematic ideological programs and long rosters of card carrying members,
years, and in some cases, decades, before the coming of
statehood . Indeed, Jewish parties in Palestine were often
primarily colonization and pioneering associations. Every
single Jewish party in Israel operates a whole set of economic and social enterprises, a situation that tends to
contribute to the relatively great strength exercised by
party organizations over members and supporters. An
additional striking feature of political life is that all the
Jewish parties have overseas affiliates that developed as
part of the World Zionist Movement; these overseas
groups render varying amounts of financial and moral
assistance to the groups in Israel, mainly for "productive,
educational, or economic purposes."
Typology

The question of classifying Israeli political parties in
some meaningful typology poses problems. There were
nine recognizable parties represented in the Fifth Knesset and, in addition, two small Arab "lists ," which arc,
in fact, satellites of Mapai. Besides the non-Marxian
socialist Mapai, the spectrum includes the small antiZionist Communist Party with its predominantly Jewish
leadership and pro-Arab policies, two doctrinaire socialis parties, and the orthodox religious parties, of which
there arc presently three. Two non-socialist secular parties, the middle-of-the-road free enterprise Liberals and
the nationalist Hcrut, completed the picture in the Fifth
Knesset. An attempt at rather standard classification of
these parties as left, right, and center by one observer
associated Mapai with the Communists and the two
Marxian socialist parties, included the free-enterprise
General Zionists and the Progressives in the center (these
two parties became the Liberal Party in 1961, but a split
developed in March 1965), and put on the right all the
religious parties ( two of which include socialist planks in
their platforms) and the nationalist Herut. .;
"Oscar Kraines , Government a11d Polili('s i11 Isra el. Boston:
Houghton Mimin, 1961. Pp. 65-81.
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Professor Lester Seligman posited a typology around
which he built a large part of a study of Israel's parliamentary elite. 0 He suggested the following groups:
Populist parties. These claim the broadest representation
of the people as a whole, and may vary in size and organizational cohesion, but espouse an over-riding nationalist
opposition which is superior to lesser identifications, such
as language, class, or region.
Sectarian parties. The parties of this category appeal specifically to a religious, regional, or ethnic group, and are
more concerned with ideological purity than with vote winning.
Pluralist parties. These parties can also be termed "mass
parties"; they arc large membership organizations, which include aggregations of various interests embracing a broadly
defined ideology, and attempt to be inclusive rather than exclusive."

Seligman hopefully suggested that this classification may
also be applicable to party types or political tendencies
of other developing systems. If such an application should
be attempted, however, it is to be hoped that this typology will fit somewhat less awkwardly than in Israel ,
where some of Seligmao's specific applications arc only
somewhat short of grotesque! A concern with party
typology, however, is not the central focus of this study,
and it may be enough to note that Mapai docs fit in well
in the category of pluralistic parties for attributes and
role. The implications of this position and role show
themselves in a cursory sketch of Mapai's development.
Development of Mapai

The origins of Mapai were in the early periods of labor
Zionism in Eastern Europe and the settlement activities
in the "Second Aliya" (settlement) stage of Zionist colonization in "Eretz Israel" ( Land of Israel).'' The direct
line of development to the creation of Mapai led through
the political entities Hapoel Hatzair (The Young Work0
Lester Seligman, Leadership in a Ne1v Na1io11 Politiwl Del'e/opment in Israel. New York , Atherton Press, 1964. Pp. 141.
'Ibid. , p. 13.
• Seligman lumped the loosely organized free enterprise General Zionist Party (which, while it existed, was both in and out
of the Cabinet) with the anti-Zionist Communists and the
strongly nationalist Henlt Movement. Neither has anything in
common other than that it has never been in the Cabinet. Seligman referred to the populist parties as being distinguishable by
their weak party structure and the diffuseness of their broad nationalistic ideology. (/hid .. p. 85 .) This does not apply to the
Communists io any sense. His classification of the National Religious Party, the largest of the religious parties and a regular
coalition partner of Mapai, as the other pluralist party in the
system would be quarreled with by most observers. It is, however, the most moderate of the three religious parties, and although pre-eminently concerned with the preservation and advancement of a system of religious values, does on numerous
issues take a broader and more national line than the other two.
For a more complete discussion see the following by the author,
Religious Politics and Parties in Israel. Studies on Asia, University of Nebraska Press , 1963. Pp. 137-153.
"The best treatment in English of the background and development of the socialist parties of. Israel is by Amos Perlmutter,
Ideology and Organization: The Politics of Socialist Parties in
Israel, 1897-1957. ( Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation. Universitv of
California, Berkeley, 1957.)
·
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er), the first fullfledged socialist Zionist political party
established in Palestine, and Achdut Haavoda (Unity of
Labor), which came into existence immediately after
World War I. David Ben Gurion, Itzack Ben Zvi (the
second president of Israel), and Berl Katznelson, the
great labor ideologist and practical organizer, were the
leading figures among the people of the Second Aliya
who proceeded to construct a new social order rather
tllan just to dream dreams and talk. Collective agricultural pioneering with a systematic ideology and a concern for labor unity in the towns and countryside were
important tenets of these entities.
An event of the greatest importance in the history of
labor party development was the creation in 1920 .of the
labor federation, the Histadrut. In important respects,
major patterns of party politics in Palestine-Israel were
set in motion by the establishment of that organization.
Histadrut has developed not only into a great trade-union
establishment encompassing most of the adult population of Israel, but into a complex structure of economic
enterprises, industrial institutions, and mutual-aid societies, in addition to including sundry cultural and educational activities. The main partners for the construction of the Histadrut were Achdut Haavoda, Hapoel Hatzair, and certain third-force groups. With the merger of
Achdut Haavoda and Hapoel Hatzair into the presentday Mapai in 1930, majority control in Histadrut's councils came to be exercised by one party, a factor of major
importance in the overriding position of Mapai in the
country. 10 The ramifying interests of the Histadrut and
the responsibilites that accompany those interests contribute to the pluralistic involvements and tendencies of
Mapai, apart from the party's governmental role and
responsibilities.
At its birth, Mapai was not a cohesive and united
party, but, rather, more a confederation of economic,
political, and ideological groups. Mixed together in this
combination were forces from the Second and Third Aliyas, two movements of collective agricultural settlements (kibbutzim) that had come into existence in the
1920's, the two merging political movements of Achdut
Haavoda and Hapocl Hatzair, and smaller dissident labor elements.
Forces for centralization in Mapai were headed by a
leadership of which Ben Gurion was the top spokesman .
To Ben Gurion and close associates, Mapai, as the largest
party in the Palestinian community and the dominating
force in the Histadrut, had a special responsibility. It
'" From its beginnings the Histadrut has operated under a system of proportional representation comparable to that employed
in both the Yishuv and the State of Israel for elections to public
assemblies. Although Mapai holds a majority position, with all
the advantages accruing therefrom, other parties are, in effect,
guaranteed some representation. Despite its very great power in
the life of the nation, the Histadrut as a collective entity does
not actually exercise a major or independent political role. By
a "key system" concerning jobs and positions, the various parties
sharing in Histadrut's management have staked out areas or
realms of influence where their respective positions are preeminent. It is the parties that continue to be prime movers in
things political.
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was Mapai's task to follow a course that would in practice ( as distinct from ideological declarations at party
conventions) imply compromise and moderation, with
the larger interests of the Yishuv (Jewish Palestinian
community) of superior importance. This is a point of
considerable importance. It has been the habit in recent
years for internal and external critics of the dominant
elements within Mapai to insist that the strong element
of " practicism" is a matter of recent development, and
that the party's socialist-pioneering ideology has faded
under the corrupting influence of the long-term exercise
of power. It is true that since statehood Mapai has been
more distinctly a mass popular party in which earlier
positions on the role of labor and kibbutzim have indeed
fitted more and more into the needs of the larger community and into the continuing responsibilities of governing. As former Prime Minister Moshe Sharett has said,
"We are a party of action . We are a synthesis between
what we want and what we can do." 11 The tendencies in
this direction, however, have been present from the beginning.
Another tendency within Mapai that has been present
in varying degrees from its early years is factionalism.
Despite the strength of the leadership, including the increasingly sure hand of Ben Gurion, the problem became
more acute in the mid- l 930's. By then ,the kibbutz
federations had extended their activities into politics. A
growing contest between the kibbutz federations and the
Histadrut led the kibbutz group Hakibbutz Hameuchad
increasingly into large scale political and economic activities, and to its establishment within Mapai as an indepedent political and ideological entity. A link developed between Hakibbutz Hameuchad and left elements
in Tel Aviv labor circles, eventuating in the formation of
a semi-autonomous group in Mapai which came to be
known as "Faction B." This group even launched its own
overseas pioneer recruitment drive in Eastern Europe,
and entered as many areas of labor activities as it could.
It is not surprising that Mapai leaders regarded these activities as disruptive and, indeed, incompatable with any
reasonable standards of internal political order and cohesion. Relations continued to worsen between Faction
B and the dominant leadership of Mapai. In 1944 Faction B seceded from Mapai and established itself under
the earlier name of Achdut Haavoda as a fully independent party. 1 "
Interview with Moshe Sharell, June 18, 1960.
"Despite some overlap in terms of personnel and associations,
the earlier entity Achdut Haavoda, which helped establish Mapai
in 1930, and the party that came into existence in I 944 are distinctly separate entities. The Achdut Haavoda that has existed
since 1944 has had a checkered history. The party is basically
the extension of the kibbutz movement Hakibbutz Hameuchad .
In 1948, Achdut Haavoda merged with a doctrinaire Marxian
socialist movement to form a new political party that took the
name Mapam (United Workers Party) . The Achdut Haavoda
forces found their minority position in Mapam as unpalatable
as their previous position in Mapai. In 1954, they left Mapam
and re-established an independent political existence again as
Achdut Haavoda. After lengthy negotiations, Mapai and Achdut
Haavoda worked up arrangements for joint electoral lists for the
11
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The Mapai party conference of 1942, which wrestled
with the increasingly difficult situation posed by Faction
B, adopted an important resolution on internal party
groupings that stated, "The party denies the existence of
independent factions within it. No party member has the
right to establish a faction or to be a member of an organized faction."'" The sense of the resolution has been
maintained over the years as far as formally organized
groups are concerned, with the exception of a small
fundamentalist-socialist group organized after the Lavon
Affair broke in the early 1960's. Pinhas Lavon and a
group of his supporters, including some kibbutz members, established an entity with some organizational structure and a published journal. This group took the name
Min Hayesod (From the Roots). That this was a violation of the long-standing rule on organized factions
seems unquestionable, although Prime Minister Eshkol
and other party leaders made substantial efforts to reach
some kind of viable accommodation that might honor in
some sense the 1942 resolution on factionalism and keep
Min Hayesod within the larger organizational fold. Lavon and associates resolved the issue themselves in November of 1964 when they formally withdrew from Mapai, as the Lavon Affair churned up anew under increasing proddings from former Prime Minister Ben Gurion .
Groups Within Mapai

Some attention needs to be paid to the internal group
ings within Mapai. The groups indicated are not intended
as an entirely complete accounting, but are dealt with to
furnish further insights into the party and its functioning
within the overall system.
An important element within Mapai is Ihud Hakvutzot
Vehakibbutzim, the party's federation of collective-farm
settlements, which came into existence in its present organizational form in 1951. Ihud Hakvutzot Vehakibbutzim does not occupy a position in Mapai comparable to
those of the two left socialist parties, Mapam and Achdut
Haavoda, and their party-dominating kibbutz federations, because of the creation of Ihud Hakvutzot Vehakibbutzim some 20 years after Mapai's birth and the
wider ramifications and interests of Mapai. Most leading members of Ihud Hakvutzot Vehakibbutzim are
members of Mapai, and the electoral totals for the party
have been over 90% . The kibbutz federation does make
itself felt within Mapai in a way in which the larger membership of the co-operative small-holders' movement,
Tnuat Hamoshavim does not. 1·1
1965 Histadrut and general parliamentary elections, the terms of
which carefully preserved Achdut Haavoda's separate existence.
'"Perlmutter, op. cit., p. 272.
11
Tnuat Hamoshavim is the colossus that dominates the national field among co-operative settlements_. which are structured
on a basis of mutual aid within the framework of small individual farms. This form of co-operative agriculture has proved substantially more popular among immigrants since statehood than
the more collectivist kibbutzim. Mapai completely dominates the
organizational affairs of Tnuat Hamoshavim, although there is a
lesser degree of ideological and political homogeneity within the
actual settlements than is the case in Ihud Hakvutzot Vehakibbutzim .
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The organizational interest of the Mapai ma1onty in
the Histadrut is a factor of substantial importance. Pinhas Lavon, as secretary-general of the great trade-union
federation before his forced departure in 1961, increasingly had served as a spearhead for the corporate interests of that organization, as opposed to some national
interests as perceived by Mapai governmental leadership.
This role has by no means been abjured by Lavon's successor in the Histadrut leadership, Aahron Becker. For
instance, the Mapai Histadrut leadership takes a consistently different approach on the priority of workers' wage
demands as contrasted to the government's stress on a
hold-the-line approach and overall economic stabilization for the whole society. There are also questions of
government-investment priorities as related to Histadrut
connected operations, the future form of the nation's
health insurance system, and the like.
A group that deserves consideration as a party bloc
of some importance is the professional core of Tel Aviv
party functionaries know as "Gush." Ideology and programing are not matters of great importance with these
party wheelhorses of some 20 years or more service, who
have been rather more concerned with the levers of party
power. Journalistic accounts frequently exaggerate the
importance of this group ( which has been even characterized as "Tammany Hall"), and the "grey eminence"
and "strong man" who is credited with leading Gush,
one Shraga Netzer. Gush has proved itself a smooth electoral machine, and Netzer has rendered useful services
at important junctures to Ben Gurion.n At one time,
Gush and the Histadrut group tended to complement one
another, with both forces suspicious of change within the
party, and to be wary of younger Mapai elements. Representing as it does organizational men more distinctly
behind the scenes, it is somewhat difficult to judge the
full force of its presence, and the inquiring researcher
may be told within a central bastion of Gush that it does
not even exist. 16 Despite strains placed upon its internal
cohesion by intramural party tensions between the Eshkol and Ben Gurion forces in late 1964 and into 1965,
Gush continues to represent a party grouping of some
real consequences.
Various blocs or groupings within Mapai have been
identified from time to time. A central-party group,
dominated by leaders of the Second Aliya and including
such people as Eshkol, Sharett, Golda Meir, and until
recently Ben Gurion, has occupied a position of key importance in the affairs of party and state. Further groupings, which have been designated as of the "right" by
Perlmutter, have included the Tel Aviv municipal labor
delegation, a parliamentary faction, and elements from
Tnuat Hamoshavim and even Ihud Hakvutzot Vehakib,. Such service has continued. Netzer actively participated and
spoke in the winter of 1964-65 in behalf of a central role in
Mapai for Ben Gurion, and vigorously deprecated "the campaign
of vilification" he felt was being waged against the former Prime
Minister. The Jerusalem Post Weekly, January 22, 1965, p. l.
1
• Interview with Benzion Weissman, Administrative Director
of Mapai, and Josef Magan, Public Relations Director, Septem·
ber 27, 1960. "We haven't got a thing called Gush," said these
gentlemen, although not with entirely straight faces.
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butzim. A number of blocs of the "left" have included
the youth movement in Tnuat Hamoshavim, segments
of the kibbutz federation, various younger personnel in
the Foreign Office, Police Force, or Defense establishment. Moshe Dayan, the chief of staff during the Sinai
Campaign and, until fall 1964, minister of agriculture,
has been included in this category by Perlmutter, although serious questions can be raised of such classification .
Although Dayan and his close colleague Shimon
Peres left Mapai for Rafi, a reunion of those parties is
a distinct possibility, and Dayan deserves attention for the
decade ahead. They and others of similar interests and
somewhat comparable professional or career standing
are classified as "Young Mapai." This newer generation,
which came into public view in the mid and late 1950's,
originally included students and younger people from
the professions and the collective settlements. Young
Mapai started with the encouragement of Ben Gurion,
and, indeed, in the current state of internal party controversy some such relationship can still be perceived.
Dayan particularly owes much to Ben Gurion, although
this has both advantages and disadvantages for a career
that may still lead eventually to the premiership.17 It is
not possible here to enter into any detailed account of
Young Mapai, except to note that they are more the
"practicals" of a newer generation who are more concerned with administration of affairs and actual policy
questions rather than priorities stressing more "traditional" socialist-pioneering ideologies. Their critics accuse
them of excessive "practicism," and of being operators
who are more concerned with techniques and immediate
results than with fundamental Zionist ideology, in general, and Mapai traditions and concepts, in particular. 1 8
A substantial part of the controversy within Mapai revolved around these issues; the Rafi split is related.
It should be noted that it is by no means a unique
phenomenon in political party history for the original
creative impulse and crusading ardor that motivated a
party in its early development to be displaced or toned
down by a succeeding generation of managers. Party machinery is there to be employed for some means once it
"Dayan acquitted himself well in the difficult position of Agriculture Minister before his abrupt resignation in late 1964. A
man of top-flight abilities, he has nevertheless lacked some of the
important attributes of parliamentary leadership in a democratic
society. To many he lacks warmth and compassion, while, at the
same time, he is accused of brusqueness and arrogance in his
dealings with those who do not measure up to his own high
standards of excellence.
"For an example of Mapai's internal debate on the issue of
the "practicals" vs. the more "traditional" proponents of socialist-pioneering, see the following articles: Ben Halpern, Young
Mapai, Jewish Frontier, March 1962, p. 40; Moshe Bar Natan,
The Challenge to Ben Gurion, Jewish Frontier, June 1962, pp.
4-6. Professor Halpern's essay includes an assault on the new
generation of practical operators. Bar Natan specifically answers
Halpern and the "amorphous and ill-assorted group" he is said
to be championing. Bar Natan insists that the issue is between
the men who are responsible for actual policy and administration,
as contrasted to those not so involved (the "idealists," the "academics").
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has come into being. As a matter of further importance,
a political movement can become, of course, a vehicle
for career advancement; which, seems to be particularly
the case for major parties in a political system, with Mapai
preeminently stressing this role in the Israeli scheme of
things. It should be pointed out, in addition, however,
that because of an ideological lag frequently encountered
in an older generation of party leadership, a new ehte
in the process of coming to the fore may actually represent current and future aspirations of a nation more realistically, although the driving forces that motivate it may
be, to a considerable extent, ambition and power.
In terms of Mapai's internal groupings, it is important
to note that there are compelling reasons for them to attempt some degree of accommodation toward one another. A break from the party of major governmental and
Histadrut power probably would be unprofitable and unrealistic. Positions of leadership and authority have a
greater allure than striking off into the potential wilderness of independent political action on a minor party
basis. It has been correctly stated that "Mapai is the
party that holds the keys to the kingdom." rn By the nature of things, Faction B and Min Hayesod have been
the except,ion, and, short of a more general disruption
of Mapai or a major realignment of the Israeli party system, which are within the realm of possibility, such is
not to be expected on a permanent basis.
Mapai in the Government

The role that Mapai was to assume as the major
party of governmental power in Israeli statehood was
clearly presaged by activities in the l 930's. By 1933, the
party had the necessary strength to take control of the
Political Department of the Jewish Agency. It provided
important leadership during the trying years between
1936-1939, which were marked by Arab riots. The major responsibility for the conduct of Zionist international
diplomacy devolved upon Mapai leadership, and other
fields could be cited. It is important, however, to remember that other parties were present, too, and that their
contributions in many cases were not inconsiderable, despite Mapai's inclination to claim major, if not exclusive,
responsibility for most public progress and development.
Mapai's position of hegemony has continued in a variety of ways. Exlusive control of the office of Prime Minister and such vital ministries as Foreign Affairs, Defense,
and Finance, are all evidences of this primacy. They are
also major contributing factors in maintaining it. The
prestige and standing of Mapai's long-term Prime Minister David Ben Gurion were not remotely approached
by any other currently living Israeli or Zionist. Ben Gurion's international contacts with leading statesmen of the
West, and even a grudging admiration that was accorded
to him in the Arab world, have been immeasurable assets to Mapai. The party's strongest theme in its parliamentary campaigns has been the vigorous presence of
Ben Gurion, with such slogans emphasized as "Say yes
to the old man!" Mapai's appeal has been as a mass
10

Perlmutter, op. cit., p. 427.
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popular party in which traditional ( albeit originally radical or progressive) positions on the role of labor and the
kibbutzim have been fitted more and more into the requirements of the larger community and the continuing
responsibilities of governing.
A strong element of practicality and resiliency is evident in Mapai's campaign operations, and there is a substantial recognition of changing conditions of national
life as reflected in such things as patterns of immigration and the continued trend in Israel toward an even
more predominant urban society. In the 1959 Knesset
election, Mapai led the way in making a conscious effort
to bring in some new and younger names on the party
list, and significant signs of unrest in the new Oriental
Jewish communities impelled other parties as well as Mapai to add some members of those groups to their tickets. Perhaps because of the circumstances under which
the election was called and carried out, in the 1961 contest affairs returned to their more normal course, and political newcomers were decidedly few and far between for
seriously contested positions.
Concerning electoral behavior, a number of additional
points need to be noted. In every Knesset campaign to
date Mapai and its most serious challenger for major
party status have locked horns, with a direct confrontation of contrasting ideologies and positions. Mapai and
the nationalist "activist" Herut have had a continuing
rivalry. This rivalry not only reflects sharp ideological
contrasts but a bad personal relationship between Ben
Gurion and Herut's Menachem Beigin going back to historical events associated with Israel's War of Independence. 20 Although the free enterprise General Zionist
Party was an important challenger to Mapai in elections
to the Second Knesset, and the newly formed Liberals attempted to be in 1961, the rivalry with Herut has been
the most important.
Concerning Mapai's position of hegemony, Herut in
strident tones in the Fourth Knesset elections in 1959,
and the Liberals on a more muted note in 1961, offered
themselves to the country as an actual governing alternative. Such efforts, however, proved to be no more than
wishful hopes. Herut's big push in ! 959, accompanied as
it was by elaborate motorcades and an organized clamour
of "Beigin to power," only seemed to arouse Mapai to a
greater effort; at the same time, as a party that developed in considerable part from a former underground
military organization, the Irgun Zvai Leumi, its possible
extremist threat sufficiently alarmed enough of the electorate. By comparison, Mapai appeared to large numbers
as the party of moderation and responsibility, a role that
Mapai has been willing enough to claim for itself regularly on the campaign hustings.
'° Even during Ben Gurion's tenure as Prime Minister there
were, however, occasional situations of parliamentary co-operation between Mapai and Herut; in 1961, the two parties co-operated on the Central Election Committee in what ultimately
was an unsuccessful attempt to deny to the newly formed Liberals the use of a particularly desired alphabetical symbol for campaign and balloting purposes. Since Eshkols succession to the
premiership, there have been additional evidences of some softening of the harsh feelings that have existed between the two parties.
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In election campaigns, Mapai has tended to be a standard object of attack by the other political parties. The
attention is reciprocated, although in many cases not in
the form of specific and overt counterattacks. In the 1961
campaign, Mapai devoted considerable attention to the
Liberals, a strategism that some Herut people regarded
as a preference for that new party over Herut, the second
party of the nation. As the major force in both government and the Histadrut, and with massive financial resources, Mapai has something to offer, not only to adherents or sympathizers of its closest ideological neighbor
in the labor camp, Achdut Haavoda, but also to supporters of the dominant labor wing of the National Religious
Party, the largest of the three religious parties.
Mapai's position of primacy within the Israeli system
is more fully illustrated by an examination of its position
and operations within the cabinet and Knesset. The party
had always controlled a cabinet majority, along with the
most important ministerial posts. The obvious importance
of a cabinet majority for Mapai is given further emphasis
by the enforcement of a strict system of coalition discipline, which includes, among other things, the "resignation" from the cabinet of ministers when there has been
any breach of coalition discipline, even by rank and file
Knesset members. Such resignation may be brought
about by announcement of the Prime Minister, who, it
will be recaUed, may also bring about the termination of
the whole cabinet by his own individual resignation.
The importance and implications of an absolute cabinet majority for Mapai have always been recognized by
all prospective or actual coalition partners, and repeated
attempts have been made by the other parties to cut
Mapai's Cabinet representation to a less than majority
position. Such attempts have always failed, regardless of
the Mapai margin in the Knesset, or whether the Prime
Minister has been Ben Gurion, Sharett or Eshkol. Coalition cabinets have never represented less than four parties, and frequently several more are included. The problems involved in four or five disparate smaller parties
trying to bring about a combined front against the major
party, which outnumbers any one of them by a margin of
no less than three or four to one, are indeed considerable.
The negotiations following the 1961 elections are il'lustrative. During the months of negotiations leading up to
the signing of formal papers by the ultimate coalition
partners, a concerted attempt was made to whittle down
Mapai's cabinet representation, an attempt that seemed
justified to many observers in the light of Mapai's election losses. A few weeks after the balloting it was announced that four parties that had won 46 Knesset seats
(the same number as Mapai and the four representatives
elected from its satellite Arab lists) had formed a bloc.
Joint meetings of this new "club" were held and a common front to be presented to Mapai was agreed on, including the conditions the latter had to meet before a
new government could be formed . A "club" of such disparate entities as the National Religious Party, the free
enterprise Liberals, the secular-socialist club-within-aclub of Mapam, and Achdut Haavoda had little in com-
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mon except the desire to cut Mapai down to size. Under
the skillful probing of Levi Eshkol, whom Prime Minister
Ben Gurion had encharged with the conduct of negotiations for the new government, the "club" dissolved in
mutual recriminations. Only the National Religious Party
and Achdut Haavoda became partners in the new cabinet, which also drew in one of the other religious paries." 1
The position of the major party within the parliamentary-cabinet system should not be overstated. While
there is always a signed coalition agreement among the
cabinet partners, the exigencies of parliamentary politics
bave involved granting a free hand to some of partners
on individual topics, such as the question of relations
with the Federal Republic of Germany, or military government in Arab districts of Israel. There is a tendency
for all of the parties to do their own interpretation of
coalition terms anyway. Mapai's coalition partners have
developed an assortment of protective techniques. Any
experienced observer of parliamentary institutions knows
how many skillfully operated trap doors there can be in
the democratic legislative process. The Knesset of Israel
is no exception. Mapai's majority cabinet position is a
real one, and it makes the most of it, but it is one that
requires a substantial element of moderation in its exercise.
The exigencies of coalition politics also pose problems
in the field of administration. The integration of policy
and practice in administration is made difficult enough
by the active presence in the process of four or five coalition partners. This situation is accentuated by the strong
tendencies of the parties to stake out certain governmental domains or ministries in which their respective
interests and influence either predominate or are very
strong. This is indeed a feature of Israeli political life
that tends to run through the economy and society, including the multitudinous activities of the Histadrut. The
ubiquitous nature and significance of this tendency have
led it to be characterized by one observer as a system of
"neo-feudalism." 22 It is certainly an important part of
the power that the parties exercise in economic and social matters over rank-and-file members and supporters.
It is also understandable why the parties seek to perpetuate the situation. As the major party of governmental
power, Mapai, however, can afford to take a more universalistic position. From the beginning of statehood Mapai has used its fiscal and budgetary controls of the finance ministry as a powerful tool of supervision of other
ministries, particularly those headed by non-Mapai ministers. 23 In the absence of other devices, _the budget, as
administered by the minister of finance, has functioned
as an important tool of interministerial co-ordination.
21
For a more complete discussion of cabinet-coalition politics
see the following article by Johnston, Party Politics and Coalition Cabinets in the Knesset of Israel, Middle Eastem Affairs,
May 1962, pp. 130-138 .
.. See Amitai Etzioni, The Decline of Neo-Feudalism: The
Case of Israel. Paper delivered at the Fifty-seventh Annual
Meeting of the American Political Science Association, St. Louis,
Missouri, September 6-9, 1961.
23
Marver Bernstein, Israel's Capacity to Govern, World Politics, April 1959, pp. 412,416.
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Mapai has made a contribution to the larger interests of
the Israeli body politic and society in this respect.
Summary

It has been brought out throughout this study that Mapai, as a pluralist mass party that included within its
ranks aggregations of various interests embracing a
broadly defined ideology, has attempted to be inclusive
rather than exclusive. The salient characteristics of the
party have contributed to this end, and its historical developments and experiences have involved a process of
both cause and effect in this respect. It is important, however, to give suitable recognition to the factor of the personal leadership of David Ben Gurion, including within
that leadership clarity of vision of perceived national
needs, and capability and decision to act. There are a
number of decisions and actions involving "universalistic" approaches concerning the wider national interests
in which Ben Gurion played an important role. The most
significant was in the field of military oroanization in
which up to and into the 1948-49 "War "'of Indep;ndence" the Jewish and then Israeli community included a
high degree of particularism. Ben Gurion led the way in
securing the disbanding of two important military forces
associated with political movements, the Irgun Zvai
Leumi on the right, and the elite corps Palmach, in which
the political party Achdut Haavoda was the dominatino
force. The de-politicization of the educational system~
which had been organized into a series of "trends" associated with parties, was partially carried out in the
early years of statehood, again under the driving force
of Ben Gurion.
~
A similar aspiration concerning health services, which
are organized on a highly particularist basis, has not so
far succeeded. This latter situation indicates among other
things the differing interests within a large pluralistic
party, and the amount of influence they can oenerate for
their own preservation or aggrandizement. Th~ important
health-service system of the country is that of the Histadrut, the great labor organization, in which Mapai had
majority control until 1965. Mapai functionaries in that
organization, and their allies within the party's kibbutz
federation and elsewhere, have so far been able to defend
their domain with relative ease against proposals for a
universal health service system operated directly by the
government.
The instinct toward a universalist approach in the field
of r~ligious affairs also has been present within Mapai,
particularly as exemplified in the activities of Ben Gurion, Sharett, and Eshkol in their tenures as Prime Minister, and the support they have received in their own
parliamentary ranks and in varying degrees among other
parties in the coalition. The subject is a complex one,
and can only be mentioned in passing. 2 ~ Mapai has by
and large been less severe with breaches of coalition discipline by religious parties than with some of its secular
partners. One contributing element may be the fact that
Mapai is simply not strong enough to apply the rules of
21
See S. D. Johnston, Religious Politics and Parties in Israel.
ln Studies on Asia, University of Nebraska Press, pp. 137-153.
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coalition discipline automatically without violating the
balance of forces within the Knesset and cabinet in any
given situation; the presence of religious parties in the
coalition also contributes to Zionist support efforts overseas. It should be pointed out, however, that Ben Gurion, and more recently Eshkol, have placed great importance on bridging the gap between the secular and
orthodox religious forces in the social pattern without
having to go through a Kulturkampf, and they have been
willing to make a greater effort to involve religious parties in the mainstream of governmental affairs and keep
them there.
This study has involved itself with salient points in
the development of Mapai, its position and functions as
the major party in the Israeli system, and the chief holder of governmental as well as non-governmental economic power. Its functional contributions to Israeli political life have included substantial support for the development of universalistic institutions and practices and
the down-grading of particularistic tendencies. Mapai
has been the major force for stability and continuity
within the governmental system. The Israeli experience,
indeed, suggests the hypothesis that among the necessary
attributes for the successful operations of a mature and
stable democratic party system there is the need for at
least one major "pluralist" party. The role of balance
wheel within the governmental process is paralleled by
Mapai's very strong position within the Histadrut, with
its wide-ranging activities throughout the nation's economic structure. Mapai plays an integrative role in the
relation of government and Histadrut. This particular
responsibility has been one of the most taxing that the
party has faced concerning the matter of intra-party tensions, as the Mapai managers of government have tended
to stress a more universalistic approach than have their
party compatriots in the leadership echelons of the great
labor federation.
Mapai plays a significant role in the recruitment and
advancement of new personnel into governmental leadership and administration. The party, however, does not

play an exclusive role in this respect, as the nature of
coalition cabinet politics furnishes some such opportunities as well to Mapai's political partners through the
"key system" for governmental jobs that still survives,
civil service to the contrary notwithstanding.
It is not to be suggested that Mapai's contributions
to the Israeli political community are all on the positive
side, nor have its achievements been accomplished without the substantial help of other parties. A continued
situation running well back to the British Mandate, in
which one party exercised major governmental and economic power, has certain disfunctional aspects for the
party system. A democratic political system that has not
been able to produce a viable alternative to this one major party is lacking in a fundamental attribute, of which
shared power in coalition cabinets and Histadrut management is not an equivalent. While Mapai has been able to
maintain a substantial element of resiliency and freshness
in its operations and approach, ind uding some relative
successes in co-opting some newer leadership personnel,
the corroding influences of tenure have made themselves
felt. Internecine party struggles have been more in evidence in recent years, along with signs of increasing difficulties in maintaining long-standing ideological positions , or being able to reconcile them as effectively with
pragmatic requirements of governing. Indeed, more questions are being raised by observers of the continuing
capabilities of Mapai to discharge its historical functions,
and even of its continued viability, than have been
brought forth at other times in the history of the Yishuv
and the state, despite 1965 electoral success.
The observer in Israel in 1966 could not help but be
impressed with the widespread sense of politicai change
and of a new era. The outcome for Mapai and the country
may be more a matter of historical revelation than of predictive Political Science, although it should be noted that
there are forces present in the sophisticated system that is
Israeli politics that contribute strongly to a pattern of system maintenance. This is a topic, however, which must involve examination elsewhere.

KNESSET ELECTION RESULTS
First Knesset

Second Knesset

Thi rd Knesset

( 25 . 1; 1949)

(30.7; 1951)

F ou rt h Knesset

(26.8; 1955)

(3.11 ; 1959)

votes

votes

seats

votes

Party

Mapai . ..... . . . . . . .. .. .. . .
Herut ..... . . . ... . . . . . . . . ..
Liberals'
National Religious Party
Agudat Israel . . .. ... . ..
Poalei Agudat Israel . . . .....
Mapam . . . . . .
Achdut . . .. . . . ...... . .. . . . .
Ha'avoda . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Communists . .. . . . . .. . .. ...
Arabs ( associated with Mapai)
Others . . . .. . . ........ . .. . .

vo tes

%

seats

%

35.7
I 1.5
5.2
4. 1

46
14
7
5

12.2

seats

%

45
8
23
4

16

37.3
6.6
18.9
3.2
8.3
3.6

14.7

19

12.5

15

3.5
3.0
IO.I

4
2
7

4.0
4.7
0.7

5
5

10

5

seats

Fifth Knesset
(15.8; '1961)

scats

votes

%

%

32.2
12.6
10.2
4.4
9. 1
4.7

40
15
13
5
11
6

38.2
13.6
6.1
4.6
9.9
4.7

47
17
8
6
12
6

7.J

9

7.2

9

8.2
4.5
4.9
1.9

10
6
5

6.0
2.8
3.5
3.4

7
3
5

34.7
13.7
13.6

42
17
17

9.8
3.7
1.9
7.6

12
4
2
9

6.5
4.1
3.5
0.7

8
5
4

Addendum: The Sixth Knesset elections, Nov. 2, 1965, resulted in the following distribution : Mapai-Achdut Haavoda Alignment (45) 36.7%; Herut-Liberal Bloc (26) 21.3%; National Religious Party (11) 8.9%; Agudat Israel (4) 3.3%; Poalei Aguda t
Israel (2) 1.8% ; Independent Liberals (5) 3.7%; Rafi (10) 7.9 % ; Mapam (8) 6.6% ; Arabs (associated with Alignment) (4) 3.3%;
Communists (I) 1.1 % ; New Communists (3) 2.3%; Haolam H azeh (I) 1.2%.
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