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Abstract: This article delves into the trans ormative decade bet een 1999 and 
009  e ploring the intricate eb o  e ish Arab relations in Israel and the conse u-

ential impact o  e ish Arab tensions on Arab politics and Arab voter behavior in 
Israeli elections  uring this decade  internal actors  such as generational shi ts  
leadership changes  and political pluralism  played a pivotal role in reshaping the 
societal landscape in the Arab sector  On the other hand  e ternal actors  including 
the collapse o  the Israeli alestinian reconciliation process and the eruption o  the 
Second Inti ada  intensi ied the predicament o  Israeli citizens o  Arab origin  ampli -
ying their national identity dilemma  The primary ob ective o  this study is to analyze 
voting patterns ithin the Arab sector based on voting eligible population turnout 
rates and vote choices during the elections o  1999  001  00  00  and 009  the-
reby highlighting the pro ound political implications o  the e ish Arab tensions on 
Arab political engagement and voting behaviors  By doing so  this research provides 
insights into the changing patterns o  Arab votes and their impact on the broader po-
litical landscape o  Israel  The indings reveal that the gro ing social marginalization 
and disconnection rom the e ish sector signi icantly in uenced the Arab sector’s 
electoral participation  This period itnessed a decline in Arab voter turnout and a 
shi t in support rom le t ing e ish ionist parties to Arab parties  parado ically 
contributing to the electoral per ormances o  both Arab parties and right ing e ish

ionist parties
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Arap Siyasetinin Dönüşümü ve İsrail 
Seçimlerinde Arap Seçmen Davranışı 
(1999-2009)
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Öz: Bu makale  1999 009 yılları arasındaki d neme odaklanarak İsrail’deki Ya-
hudi Arap ilişkilerinin karmaşık ağının lkedeki Arap siyaseti ve Arap se men tercih-
lerine etkilerini araştırmaktadır  Bu on yıllık d nemde  liderlik değişimleri ve siyasi 
oğulculuk başta olmak zere eşitli i  akt rler Arap azınlıktaki toplumsal manzara-

nın yeniden şekillenmesinde nemli bir rol oynamışken İsrail Filistin barış s recinin 
kmesi ve İkinci İnti ada’nın patlak vermesi gibi dış akt rlerse Arap k kenli İsra-

il vatandaşlarının ulusal kimlik ikilemlerini arttırmıştır  1999  001  00  00  ve 
009 yıllarında yapılan se imlerde İsrail’deki Arap azınlığın oy verme eğilimlerini 

analiz eden bu alışmanın temel amacı gitgide artan Yahudi Arap geriliminin İsrail 
vatandaşı Arapların siyasi katılım ve oy verme davranışları zerindeki derin etkile-
rini vurgulamak ve b ylece Arap se menlerin değişen eğilimlerinin İsrail’in genel 
siyasi manzarasına olan etkilerini ortaya koymaktır  Bulgular  sosyal mar inalizasyon 
ve artan Yahudi Arap geriliminin Arap azınlığın se imlere katılımını nemli l de 
etkilediğini ortaya koymaktadır  Ayrıca Arap se menlerin Yahudi Siyonist partilerden 
uzaklaşması paradoksal bir şekilde hem Arap partilerinin hem de sağ kanattaki Yahu-
di Siyonist partilerin se im per ormanslarına katkı sağlamıştır

Anahtar Kelimeler: İsrail  Knesset  Arap  Azınlık  Se imler
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 تحوّلات السياسة العربية وسلوك الناخب
العربي في الانتخابات الإسرائيلية

 (1999–2009)

0 0 ول  اري ال  0 08 0 اري الاستلا 

هان ت “تحوّلات السياسة العربية وسلوك الناخب العربي في الانتخابات  و ا أو ت ا
 1 1 ) 0 وس 18  1  (” دراسات الشر ا الإسرائيلية )1999–009

10 9 ortetut 1 0 :  

المل

ات بين اليهود والعر في إسرائي عل السياسة العربية  يعة المعقد للع ير الط ا المقا ت ينا ه
لة للفتر بين عامي 1999–009  هات الناخب العربي في إسرائي من خ دراسة ه المس وتو
ييرات القيادية  ل الو ال لع في عوام داخلية مختلفة خ تل السنوات العشر لا سيما الت في 
لية العربية كما ساهم  تماعي لد ا والتعددية السياسية دورا مهما في إعاد تشكي المشهد الا
ياد  انية في  ة ال ية م انهيار عملية الس الإسرائيلية الفلسطينية واندلا الانتفا عوام خار
هات  نين الإسرائيليين من أ عربي تقو ه الدراسة بتحلي تو نية للموا ت الهوية الو مع
 00 عوا 1999 و001 و ري في ا لية العربية في إسرائي في الانتخابات التي أ وات ا أ
ار العميقة للتوترات المتصاعد بين  كيد عل ا 00 و009 وتهد الدراسة بشك أسا إل الت و
ير  نين العر في إسرائي وبالتالي ت اليهود والعر عل المشاركة السياسية والسلوك الانتخابي للموا
ير للناخب العربي عل المشهد السياسي العا في إسرائي وتكش نتائ ه الدراسة  هات المت التو
لية العربية  ير عل مشاركة ا ر بشك ك تماعي وتصاعد التوترات اليهودية العربية ت أن التهمي الا
ا اليهودية الصهيونية ساه  ح ين العر عن ا ن ابتعاد الناخ ل ف افة إل  في الانتخابات بالإ
ا اليمينية اليهودية الصهيونية  ح ا العربية وا ح داء الانتخابي لك من ا بشك متنا في ا

لية الانتخابات ية إسرائي الكنيس العر ا تا الكلما الم

هان  * و و

oguzhan.cagliyan@mail.huji.ac.il القد– ي الس حو تع ليان باحث مساعد معهد هار إ ترومان ل هان تشا و * أو
ر أوركيد 0000-0002-6207-7279
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Introduction

The decade bet een 1999 and 009 marked a substantive period in 
e ish Arab relations in Israel due to a combination o  social and political 

events that shaped the dynamics bet een the t o communities or decades to 
come  The generational shi t ithin the Arab sector introduced ne  leadership 
structures and representative bodies  hich had signi cant implications 
or decision making and policy development  ith increased social and 

political activism  the assertive Arab leadership unprecedentedly challenged 
the dominant e ish narrative that emphasizes Israel’s identity as a e ish 
state  hile some e ish circles considered the ne  ave o  Arab activism 
legitimate e orts or e uality  others perceived them as activities against 
the state’s interests  in some cases even as an e istential threat to the e ish 
predicament  Moreover  the collapse o  the Israeli alestinian reconciliation 
process ollo ing the amp avid Summit ) 000( contributed to a sense 
o  despair and rustration on both sides  and the subse uent eruption o  the 
Second Inti ada urther strained already delicate e ish Arab relations  Such 
developments sharpened the dilemma o  national identity e perienced by 
Israeli citizens o  Arab origin  precipitating gro ing national isolation rom 
the ionist e ish sector and solidarity ith the e ternal alestinian issue  
This seismic shi t o  political national orientation rom ”Israelization“ to 
” alestinization“ as urther e acerbated throughout the decade by sporadic 
episodes o  large scale military escalations bet een the Israeli e ense Forces 
)I F( and Gazan paramilitary organizations

This paper analyzes voting behavior in the Arab sector in the elections o  
1999  001  00  00  and 009 based on voting eligible population turnout 
rates and vote choices to outline the ar reaching political implications o  the 
plethora o  Arab e ish tensions in the period 1999 009 on the Arab sector’s 
political participation and voting patterns  hile doing so  the paper shall also 
present a brie  account o  ho  changing patterns o  Arab voting a ected the 
overall political landscape in Israel  The ndings suggest that the burgeoning 
social marginalization and dissociation rom the e ish sector had pro ound 
implications or the Arab sector’s participation in the elections  hich had 
previously been characterized by high voter turnout and pronounced support 
or le t ing e ish ionist parties  most notably the Labor arty  Ho ever  

over this tumultuous decade  Arab political participation e perienced a 
remarkable decline  and support or le t ing e ish ionist parties d indled  
parado ically contributing to the electoral successes o  both Arab parties and 
right ing e ish ionist parties  
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Election for the 15th Knesset and Prime Minister (May 1999)

uring the Rabin eres administration o  199 199  the Arab sector 
en oyed unprecedented governmental attention and special budgetary 
allocations aimed to ards alleviating socioeconomic disparity bet een the 
e s and Arabs in e change or Hadash and the emocratic Arab arty’s 

)Mada( parliamentary support or the ruling coalition  Ho ever  the three
year premiership o  Ben amin Netanyahu )199 1999( marked a regression 
in such a rmative policies  and the socioeconomic needs o  the Arab sector 

ere severely disregarded  Furthermore  the Netanyahu led right ing 
government tenaciously re used to implement Israeli commitments under the 
Oslo II agreement  bringing the peace process to a virtual halt  Hence  the 
rustrated and alienated Arab sector commenced preparations or the May 

1999 elections as soon as the motion as passed in the Knesset to vote the 
Likud dominated government and Netanyahu out o  o ce

Like in 199  the early elections o  May 1999 ere contested on separate 
tracks or the prime minister ) M( and the Knesset  The double voting system  

hich as implemented to produce more stable governments  inherently 
encouraged sectarian voting  as voters could e press loyalty to their co ethnic 
or co religious representatives in the parliament ithout compromising support 
or their pre erred candidate or the premiership  onse uently  bolstered by 

the ne  era o  national a akening among Israeli Arabs  Arab parties en oyed 
signi cant support rom Arab constituents  In the May 1999 elections  Arab 
parties garnered 0 percent o  Arab votes  compared to  percent and  
percent in May 199  and une 199  respectively  Hence  despite a t o point 
decline in Arab voter turnout rom  percent to  percent  a total o  1  
Arab MKs entered the 1 th Knesset1  Ten o  them ere elected rom the lists 
o  Arab parties )Ra’am  Hadash  and Balad(  compared to nine Arab MKs2 
elected to the 1 th Knesset rom the lists o  Hadash Balad and Mada Ra’am 
and only ve Arab MKs3 elected to the 1 th Knesset rom the lists o  Hadash 
and Mada  I  all eligible Arab voters had cast their vote  they theoretically 
could have sent up to 0 Arab representatives to the 1 th Knesset4  

1 ”Knesset Members o  the Fi teenth Knesset “ Knesset  accessed October 9  0  https knesset gov
il mk eng mkinde ByKnesset eng asp knesset 1

 ”Members o  the Fourteenth Knesset “ Knesset  accessed anuary 0  0  https knesset gov il mk
eng mkinde ByKnesset eng asp knesset 1

 ”Members o  the Thirteenth Knesset “ Knesset  accessed anuary 0  0  https knesset gov il mk
eng mkinde ByKnesset eng asp knesset 1

 Ale ander Bligh  ” olitical Trends in the Israeli Arab opulation and Its ote in arliamentary Elec-
tions “ Israel A airs 19 ) 01 (  8
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The rise o  Arab parties had a detrimental e ect on le t ing e ish ionist 
parties  hich had long en oyed considerable support rom Arab constituents  
Arab support or the Labor arty as slashed by almost a third bet een 199  
and 1999 to a mere eight percent  mean hile  support or Meretz plunged 
to only ve percent  albe t its positions ere closest to the Arab consensus  
The remaining Arab vote or e ish ionist parties as predominantly cast 
or small e ish parties  Larger e ish ionist parties such as Likud and 

Yisrael B’Aliya received less than ve percent each  Surprisingly  the only 
e ish ionist party that increased its support in the Arab sector as Shas  
ampaigning on a plat orm promising an increase in social el are bene ts 

and the recti cation o  institutional disadvantages e perienced by non
Ashkenazim  the party o  ultra orthodo  Sephardim as able to garner almost 

ve percent o  Arab votes  compared to less than t o percent in May 199 6

Although Arab constituents increasingly turned a ay rom e ish
ionist parties to ards Arab parties  Labor’s candidate Ehud Barak en oyed 

over helming Arab support in the race or prime minister  albeit his constant 
avoidance o  engagement ith Arab politicians in ear that this ould reduce 
his support among e ish constituents  Follo ing Balad hairperson Azim 
Bishara’s ithdra al rom the race in avor o  him  Barak as able to garner 
appro imately 9  percent o  valid Arab votes  compared to only 1 percent o  
the valid e ish vote  In a clear e pression o  Arab protest against the policies 
o  the Netanyahu led right ing government  support or Barak e ceeded 
9  percent in the ma ority o  Arab to ns and villages8  Hence  the s eeping 
support rom Arab voters  ho constituted appro imately 11 percent o  the 
Israeli electorate back then  played a vital role in Barak’s landslide victory 
over Netanyahu   percent to  percent

The Race for Prime Minister (February 2001)

The electoral victory o  Ehud Barak nourished e pectations in the Arab 
sector regarding a revival o  the paralyzed peace process ith the alestinian 
Administration ) A( and the reimplementation o  a rmative action policies o  
the Rabin eres government  The Arabs also e pected the ne  administration 
to be more attentive to their acute problems  including  nter-al a  lo  
Arab representation in senior public positions and the gro ing number o  

 Asad Ghanem and Sarah Ozacky Lazar  ”Israel as an Ethnic State  The Arab ote “ In The Elect ons n 
Israel - 1999  ed  Asher Arian and Michal Shamir )Albany  S NY ress  00 (  1

 Hillel Frisch  ”The Arab ote in the Israeli Elections  The Bid or Leadership “ Israel A airs  )1999(  1
 Ghanem and Ozacky Lazar  ”Israel as an Ethnic State  The Arab ote “ 1

8 Saul adka  ”Israel’s Ne  Agenda  Re ections on the 1999 Elections “ Security ialogue 0 )1999(  
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unrecognized Arab localities  Some even envisioned the ormation o  a Barak
led coalition government that ould include Arab parliamentarians  Ho ever  
such euphoria s i tly vanished hen Barak shied a ay rom ackno ledging 
the Arab sector’s contribution to his victory and completely ignored Arab 
parties during coalition negotiations  In an e ort to avoid being perceived as 
dependent on Arab MKs  hich could hurt his support among e ish ionist 
constituents  Barak opted to e pand his coalition through partnerships ith 
several right ing parties that previously supported Netanyahu  including Shas  
Yisrael B’Aliyah  the National Religious arty  and nited Torah udaism  
The Arab sector’s rustration ith Barak as later urther e acerbated by the 
ailure o  the uly 000 amp avid Summit to produce an Israeli alestinian 
nal status agreement and the death o  1  Arab Israelis in clashes ith the 

Israeli police during the October 000 riots  Hence  once the incumbent M 
resigned and the Knesset voted to hold early elections in February 001  Arab 
support or Barak had already plummeted

The February 001 prime ministerial election as note orthy or t o 
reasons  First  it marked the end o  the dual voting system  under hich 
candidates or the prime minister post ere catapulted to signi cant electoral 
victories but could not build strong coalitions that ould enable them to nish 
their terms due to the highly ragmented nature o  the Knesset  Secondly  voter 
turnout plunged to its lo est ebb at  percent  hich as at least partially 
due to the boycott o  Israeli Arabs  hile Arab voter turnout ranged bet een 
8 to 90 percent in elections bet een 19 8 1999  only 18 percent o  Arab 

constituents voted in February 001  and Arab support or Barak dropped to 
8 percent9  As many o  those ho shunned the polls in 001 had previously 

voted or Barak  high voter abstention handed Ariel Sharon a landslide victory 
ith  percent  albe t the number o  votes he received as almost 100 000 

less than Barak did in the previous election10

The mass boycott o  the Arab electorate in the February 001 elections 
heated the internal debate in the Arab sector or the oundation o  alternative  
non Knesset representational bodies  such as a separate parliament that ould 
serve as the national leadership or Israeli Arabs  Although supporters o  
the notion  including N A hairperson Azim Bishara  claimed that such a 
body ould link Israeli Arabs ith the Israeli establishment and hence serve 
as an integrative tool  its opponents dismissed it as a separatist move that 

9 Amal amal  ”Abstention as articipation  The Labyrinth o  Arab olitics in Israel “ In The Elect ons n 
Israel - 001  ed  Asher Arian and Michal Shamir ) erusalem  The Israel emocracy Institute  00 (  

10 Asher Arian and Michal Shamir  ”Introduction “ In The Elect ons n Israel  001  ed  Asher Arian and 
Michal Shamir ) erusalem  The Israel emocracy Institute  00 (  
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ould harm their community’s interests11  For instance  Arab members o  the 
Israel ommunist arty argued that the establishment o  an Arab parliament 

ould provide radical circles ithin the Israeli government ith an e cuse 
to perpetuate discrimination against Arab citizens12  On the other hand  the 
Islamists usti ed their disapproval rom a religious perspective  asserting 
that no secular legislative body could not replace the uran’s constitutional 
authority13  

Elections for the 16th Knesset (February 2003)

The interim period bet een the 1 th and 1 th Knesset elections as 
tremendously tumultuous or Arab Israelis  Besides the economic do nturn  

hich disproportionately a ected the income levels o  Arabs compared to 
Mizrahi and Ashkenazi e s14  The most dramatic incident or the Arab sector 

as arguably Operation e ensive Shield )March May 00 (  launched by the 
I F in response to a series o  bombings inside the Israeli territory perpetrated 
by alestinian militants and the construction o  the so called ” est Bank 
Fence“

The si eek long Operation e ensive Shield  the largest military 
operation in the est Bank since the Si ay ar  as the scene o  heavy 
I F alestinian militia clashes in the cities o  Ramallah  Nablus  Tulkarem  

al ilia  Bethlehem  and enin  resulting in the deaths o  nearly 00 
alestinians per N reports and the incarceration o  appro imately 000 

more  Several incidents took place during this period  including  nter-al a  the 
bombing o  the alestinian Legislative ouncil and large scale demolitions 
in the enin re ugee camp and the Old ity o  Nablus  hich pro oundly 
impacted the psyche o  Arab Israelis and deepened the ri t bet een e s and 
Arabs ithin the Green Line  In a public opinion poll conducted by Mada in 
April 00   percent o  Arab Israeli respondents ans ered that the ultimate 

11 Azmi Bishara  ”On Ethnic emocracy and Other Models  A iscussion o  the Status o  Arabs in oli-
tics “ anim 9 )1999(  11

12 Elie Rekhess  ”The Arabs o  Israel a ter Oslo  Localization o  the National Struggle “ Israel Studies  
) 00 (  1

13 Elie Rekhess  ”The Islamic Movement in Israel and its A nity to olitical Islam in the Territories “ In 
The Jew sh-Arab R ft n Israel  A Reader  ed  Ruth Gavison and a na Hacker ) erusalem  The Israel 
Institute o  emocracy  000(  91

14 According to S irski  Konor Attias ) 00  p 10(  hile the monthly income o  an Arab employee 
as  percent lo er than the average national income in 199  this gap idened to  percent by 
000  Furthermore  in the pre election study conducted by Arian  Shamir ) 00  p (  more than 

hal  o  the Arab participants declared that their economic situation orsened compared to the previous 
year  and  alongside heightened instability amid the raging Inti ada  the economic do nturn as the 
most critical issue acing the government  
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goal o  Operation e ensive Shield as to break the ill o  the alestinian 
people  and  most importantly   percent o  Arab respondents considered the 
I F’s policy in the est Bank and the Gaza Strip as ar crimes1

In the midst o  Operation e ensive Shield  on April 1  00  the Sharon 
administration approved plans or building a 110 kilometer long ence 
roughly ollo ing the pre 19  rontier dividing Israel rom the est Bank  
The construction ork that began in the Seam one in late une 00  as later 
e panded to other border areas  and the total length o  the ence reached almost 
10 km upon completion  hile ha kish circles in Israeli politics opposed the 

pro ect over ears that it ould pre determine the border bet een Israel and 
a alestinian political entity  many Arab politicians and opinion leaders in 
Israel dismissed it as a pro ect o  racial segregation aimed at cutting their ties 

ith their co ethnics living in the areas under the control o  the alestinian 
Administration and de facto anne ing chunks o  the est Bank under the 
guise o  security  

The rst t o years o  the Second Inti ada also marked a period during hich 
Arab parties and political movements e perienced unprecedented pressure 
rom the Israeli establishment  For instance  Israeli police investigated Arab 

political gures  mainly rom the nationalist N A and the e tra parliamentary 
Islamic movement  on t enty occasions on a plethora o  charges  including  
nter-al a  o ending police o cers  incitement  supporting the inti ada  and 

so orth16  Moreover  Knesset plenary meetings turned into a battleground 
bet een Arab MKs ho ercely re ected Israeli policies vis vis the 

alestinians and e ish MKs ho dismissed their behavior as unacceptable  
even sometimes as treason  The deepening ri t bet een Arab and e ish MKs 

as pro oundly re ected in the rulings handed do n by the Attorney General 
and the entral Elections ommittee ) E (  First  Balad’s hairman  Azmi 
Bishara  lost his parliamentary immunity  Later  the E  dis uali ed Azmi 
Bishara and Ahmad Tibi o  Ta’al rom running or the 1 th Knesset under 
Section A o  the Knesset Basic La  hich enables the dis uali cation o  
parties and politicians that re ect the e ish and democratic character o  the 
state or e tend support or armed struggle against it1  It should be underlined 
that the same E  overturned the appeal against the candidacy o  ormer 

1  Amid Sa’abni  Nadim Rouhana and Suleiman Mahameed  Series o  ublic Opinion olls among al-
estinians in Israel )Hai a  The Arab enter or Applied Social Research  00 (  

16 Nadim Rouhana  Nabil Sale and Nimer Sultany  ” oting ithout ote  About the ote o  the ales-
tinian Minority in the 1 th Knesset Elections “ In The Elect ons n Israel  00  ed  Asher Arian and 
Michal Shamir ) erusalem  The Israel emocracy Institute  00 (  

1  ” onstitution or Israel  The Knesset Basic La “ Knesset  accessed  anuary 0  0  https knesset
gov il constitution onst eng htm
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Kach member Baruch Marzel  The t o Arab MKs ere later allo ed to run in 
the election hen the Supreme ourt overturned the E ’s decisions against 
them  

The gro ing resentment o  Arab Israelis over the a orementioned events 
that took place bet een 000 00  led to a sharp decline in Arab voter 
turnout rates in the elections or the 1 th Knesset  hile the abstention rate 

as around  percent in the previous Knesset elections  this gure umped 
to 8 percent in February 00 18  The idened gap bet een abstention rates 
in the Arab and e ish sectors ) 8 percent to  percent( had a non negligible 
e ect on Arab political representation  as the number o  Arab MKs dropped 
to 1  Furthermore  the idened racture bet een the Israeli establishment 
and the Arab public during the Second Inti ada elicited Arab voters’ urther 
separation rom the e ish ionist parties  hich notably narro ed the social 
base o  le t ing e ish ionist parties  most prominently Labor and Meretz  
So much so that Arab support or Labor arty and Meretz dropped to  
percent and  percent  respectively  hile overall support or the e ish

ionist parties remained almost constant at 9  percent19  Overall  only our 
Arab MKs entered the 1 th Knesset rom the lists o  e ish ionist parties  
and the remaining eight Arab MKs ere elected rom the lists o  Arab parties

 The results o  the February 00  elections also indicated a shi t in the 
internal balance o  po er in Arab politics in avor o  the nationalists  The Arab 
support or Ra’am dropped by almost one third to 18 percent as severe internal 

rangling over candidate placements in the top slots o  the electoral list thre  
the party’s campaign into disarray and instilled ear among potential voters 
that it ould soon disappear rom the political arena20  Hence  Ra’am could 
only send t o parliamentarians to the 1 th Knesset  Mean hile  running on an 
electoral campaign ith nationalistic overtones  Balad as able to increase 
its support among the Arab constituents by three points to 0 percent and 
send three parliamentarians to the Knesset  Although Arab support or Hadash 
increased by  points to  percent and gained three seats at the Knesset  it 
should be underlined that Hadash participated in the elections ith a oint list 
ormed ith Ta’al  Follo ing the oint list’s split during the parliamentary 

session  Hadash as le t ith t o seats in the Knesset  

18 Rouhana et al  ” oting ithout ote  About the ote o  the alestinian Minority in the 1 th Knesset 
Elections “ 0

19 on eretz  Rebecca Kook and Gideon oron  ”Knesset Election 00  hy Likud Regained Its o-
litical omination and Labor ontinued to Fade Out “ Middle East ournal  ) 00 (  00

20 Bligh  ” olitical Trends in the Israeli Arab opulation and Its ote in arliamentary Elections “ 



The Transformation of Arab Politics and Arab Voter Behavior in Israeli Elections (1999-2009)

11

Elections for the 17th Knesset (March 2006)

Sharon’s ha kish stance on security issues landed Likud a convincing 
in by Israeli standards in the February 00  elections  as his party secured 
8 seats at the Knesset  hile the second largest party in the parliament  

Labor  on only 19 seats  Ho ever  the elation o  Likud cadres s i tly aded 
due to intense internal divisions that emerged over some positions taken 
by Sharon  rst and oremost his embrace o  a ” isengagement lan“ to 

ithdra  Israeli settlers and troops rom the Gaza Strip  Later  in anuary 
00  the ormation o  a Likud Labor coalition to maintain the Sharon led 0th 

Government’s ma ority support in the Knesset urther stoked the resentment 
o  intraparty opposition  hich eventually resulted in the split o  Sharon and 
1  Likud MKs rom the Likud action to orm a more centralist party  later 
to be named Kadima  On November 9  00  Amir eretz’s narro  victory 
in Labor’s internal leadership election put the last nail in the co n o  the 
30th government  as all Labor ministers resigned rom the cabinet and the 
Sharon led government lost its ma ority support in the Knesset ithin t o 
days  Negotiations bet een Sharon and eretz set the early election date or 
the 1 th Knesset on the 8th o  March 00

The 00  vote once again demonstrated the continued trend o  shunning 
a ay rom polls among Arab constituents  as the abstention rate in the Arab 
sector neared  percent  a si point increase compared to the previous 
elections  A signi cant actor in the rise in the abstention rate as the Arab 
minority’s response to the call or an electoral boycott led by the opular 

ommittee or the Boycott o  the Election  hich usti ed non participation in 
the elections based on the argument that Arabs should re rain rom supporting 
the legitimacy o  the Israeli political establishment that ” as ounded on the 
ruins o  their nation “21 Although such calls ere not a ne  phenomenon  the 
boycott movement gathered signi cant momentum amid heightened national 
political consciousness and a sense o  marginalization in the country’s political 
li e  

Be ore the March 00  elections  many political observers e pected a 
eakening o  Arab national lists and a pragmatic turn o  Arab voters to ards 

e ish ionist parties22  So much so that  a pre election survey conducted 
by Elie Rekhess in November 00  indicated that Labor and Kadima ould 

21 Elie Rekhess  ”The Arab Minority in Israel and the 1 th Knesset Elections “ In The Elect ons n Israel 
- 2006  ed  Asher Arian and Michal Shamir  ) erusalem  The Israel emocracy Institute  008(  1

22 Michel arscha ski  ”The 00  Israeli Elections  A rive to Normalcy and Separation “ ournal o  
alestine Studies  ) 00 (  0
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in  percent and 10  percent o  Arab votes  respectively23  Ho ever  in 
con rmation o  a rising ave o  national sentiment and identity in the Arab 
sector  the voting rate or the Arab parties among Arab constituents increased 
by three points to  percent  The only e ish ionist party that sa  an 
increase in Arab support as Labor  thanks to its ne ly elected  dovish leader  

ho put t o Arab candidates on the electoral list  By increasing its share o  the 
Arab popular vote by ve points to 1  percent  the Labor arty maintained 
its status as the largest e ish ionist party among the Arab constituents  
Nonetheless  the overall Arab support gave it only about hal  a seat in the 
Knesset24  Meretz  on the other hand  continued its slide in the Arab popular 
vote  as the share o  the votes captured by the party almost slashed by hal  to 

8 percent  According to Issa i Frei  Meretz’s only Arab candidate in the 
March 00  elections  his placement on the seventh spot o  the electoral list 
had adverse repercussions on Arab voting or his party  At the other end o  
the political spectrum  the proportion o  Arab votes or Likud plummeted to 
an unprecedented lo  o  0 9 percent as many o  its Arab supporters shi ted to 
Kadima  Overall  only three Arab politicians entered the 1 th Knesset rom the 
lists o  e ish ionist parties  t o rom Labor and one rom Kadima

Among Arab parties  Ra’am as the undeniable inner o  the March 00  
elections  As its oint list ith Ta’al  hich as based upon the in rastructure 
laid out by Abd al ahhab ara she and success ully combined Islamist 
and Arab nationalist ideologies  en oyed substantial popularity in the Arab 
sector  Ra’am as able to increase its support among Arab constituents by 
ten points to 8 percent and send three members to the Knesset  Besides 
Bedouin localities in the south  Ra’am also derived signi cant support rom 
the Triangle Area  here it had been eak in the previous elections  By 
nominating local candidates in localities and cities like Taibeh  K ar assem  
and Baka Al Gharbiyah  Ra’am as able to increase its votes by up to 0 
percent and emerge as the number one party26  Although Arab support or 
Hadash dropped by ve points to  percent  the party secured three seats at 
the Knesset  hich demonstrated that a e ish candidate on the ticket ) ov 
Borish Khenin( did not deter Arab voters  Balad retained its relative strength 
among Arab constituents by gaining 0  percent o  their votes  Thanks to 
a vote allocation agreement ith Hadash  the party as able to in three 
seats in the Knesset  Other smaller Arab parties that participated in the March 

23 Elie Rekhess  ”The Arab ote in the Ne t Knesset Elections  Results o  a ublic Opinion oll “ )Tel 
Aviv  Tel Aviv niversity  00 ( 

24 Bligh  ” olitical Trends in the Israeli Arab opulation and Its ote in arliamentary Elections “ 1
 Rekhess  ”The Arab Minority in Israel and the 1 th Knesset Elections “ 1 9

26 Rekhess  ”The Arab Minority in Israel and the 1 th Knesset Elections “ 1 1
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00  elections  such as  nter-al a  ”The rogressive National Alliance“ o  
Hashim Mahameed  ”Arab National arty“ o  Muhammad Hassan Kan’an  
and ” emocratic Action Organization“ o  Asmaa Aghbariya  attained poorer 
results and ailed to cross the electoral threshold  

Elections for the 18th Knesset (February 2009)

On September 1  008  Ehud Olmert  ho became the acting rime 
Minister and Kadima’s chairperson ollo ing a hemorrhagic stroke that 
incapacitated Sharon  handed his o cial resignation to resident Shimon 

eres over a criminal indictment in corruption probes  As his successor in 
Kadima’s chairpersonship  Tzipi Livni  could not orm a ne  government  
mainly due to the opposition o  ultra orthodo  actions to a Kadima Labor
led coalition  the Knesset as unavoidably dissolved on the 11th o  November  
and the election date as set or February 10  009  

The campaign or the 18th Knesset elections as largely overshado ed 
by the plethora o  e ish Arab tensions ollo ing the Second Lebanon ar  
including  nter-al a  MK Azmi Bishara’s escape to ordan to avoid trial on 
charges o  abetting Hezbollah during the II  Lebanon ar  the publication 
o  ”Future ision o  the alestinian Arabs in Israel“ declarations composed 
by Arab opinion leaders that openly challenged the ionist ethos and Israel’s 
e ish character  the outbreak o  Arab e ish clashes in Acre in October 008  

and  most importantly  the I F campaign against Gazan paramilitary groups 
during ecember 008 anuary 009 )Operation ast Lead( that claimed lives 
o  9  alestinian civilians per I F data  Hence  right ing e ish ionist 
parties placed the issue o  security and the Arab sector’s loyalty to the State o  
Israel at the top o  their electoral agendas  So much so that  Yisrael Beiteinu 
adopted ”No loyalty  no citizenship“ as their campaign slogan  and Lieberman  

ho previously claimed that Arab MKs Ahmad Tibi and Mohammad Barakeh 
ere more dangerous than Khaled Mashal and Hassan Nasrallah  promised 

the legislation o  a ne  bill re uiring all Arabs ith Israeli passports to s ear 
loyalty to the e ish state or lose their citizenship  Furthermore  Yisrael 
Beiteinu and the e ish Home appealed or the dis uali cation o  Balad 
and Ta’al rom running or the elections on the grounds that they denied 
Israel’s e istence as a e ish state and encouraged terrorism against it28  As 

 Rory Mc arthy  ”Hardline opulist Lieberman ould be Surprise Kingmaker in Israeli Election “ The 
Guardian  February 0  009  accessed February 0  0  https theguardian com orld 009
eb 0 israel election lieberman opinion polls

28 avid Koren  ”Arab Israeli itizens in the 009 Elections  Bet een Israeli itizenship and alestinian 
Arab Identity “ Israel A airs 1  ) 010(  1
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this proposal as supported by Kadima  Likud  and some MKs o  Labor  the 
entral Elections ommittee over helmingly voted to dis uali y these t o 

Arab parties  but the Supreme ourt later overruled the decision
Amid such a tense political climate  the electoral campaigns o  Arab parties 

operated along t o tra ectories  On the one hand  there as Hadash  hich 
ollo ed a relatively more moderate tra ectory in line ith the campaign 

slogans o  ”True Arab e ish partnership“ and ” e s and Arabs re use to 
be enemies “ Their plat orm ocused on orkers’ rights and social ustice 
in Israel  as ell as the national rights o  the Arab minority and alestinian 
sovereignty based on the principle o  t o nations or t o peoples  On the 
other hand  Ra’am and Balad put up zealously nationalistic rhetoric and used 
slogans that emphasized alestinian identity  such as  nter-al a  ”I am an 
Arab alestinian  Full national identity“ and ” ote to avenge the blood o  the 

alestinian dead in Gaza “ espite their di erences  all ma or Arab parties 
resisted calls or the boycott o  elections  mainly emanating rom the northern 
action o  the Islamic Movement and the Sons o  the Land movement )Abnaa 

el-Balad(  on the ground that a strong Arab presence in the Knesset as 
essential to counter right ing parties’ incitements against the Arab sector29  
They even published a oint declaration calling on Arab constituents to hit 
the polls and e ercise their democratic rights  The inner struggle in the Arab 
sector regarding the electoral boycott escalated to a ne  level on election day  
so much so that there ere several cases o  violent demonstrations and rock
thro ing at voting stations in Arab to ns across Israel  

Amid gro ing eelings o  estrangement and disassociation rom the 
Israeli political system  the boycott movement resonated ell among Arab 
constituents  espite intensive campaigns run by Arab parties to bring their 
supporters to the polls  the abstention rate in the Arab sector rose to  percent  
an increase o  three points rom the previous election  The participation rates 

ere  percent and 8 percent  respectively  or Muslims and hristians 
in the Northern area  mean hile  the voter turnout rates stood at less than 
1 percent and  percent in Arab localities in the coastal areas and Bedouin 

localities o  the Southern area  respectively30  Furthermore  in con rmation 
o  the deepening o  the e isting ri t bet een Arabs and e s  the support 
rate among Arab constituents or e ish ionist parties plummeted to less 
than nine percent  representing a t enty one point decrease over the decade  
In many Muslim localities o  the Triangle  such as mm al Fahm  Tayibe  

29 Man red Gersten eld  ”The Run up to the Elections  A olitical History o  the 009 ampaign “ Israel 
A airs 1  ) 010(  

30 Bligh  ” olitical Trends in the Israeli Arab opulation and Its ote in arliamentary Elections “ 
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alansa e  and Ar’ara  Arab support or e ish ionist parties as less than 
three percent31  Among e ish ionist parties  Labor took the biggest hit as it 

on less than 000 Arab votes  a ve old decrease compared to the previous 
election32  

In the elections or the 18th Knesset  the Ra’am Ta’al oint list maintained 
its position as the most popular list among Arab constituents by inning 
appro imately 0 percent o  eligible Arab votes  an increase o  three points 
rom the previous election  Although there as hope ithin Ra’am party 

circles that the oint list ith Ta’al ould in them our seats at the Knesset  
e ceptionally high abstention rates among Bedouins in the Negev cost the 
party its ourth seat  Follo ing the oint list’s split during the parliamentary 
session  Ra’am as le t ith three seats  In the Triangle  Ra’am’s intensive 
campaign to bring its supporters to the polls caused hristian Arab constituents 
to vote in large numbers or Balad  hich as then led by hristian MK amal 

ahalka  to prevent a potential Muslim takeover o  their to ns and villages  
By inning the ma ority o  the vote ithin the hristian population  Balad 

as able to cross the electoral threshold and maintain its three seats at the 
Knesset  albeit its image as a crisis ridden party ollo ing Azmi Bishara’s 
escape to ordan  Out o  all three ma or Arab parties  Hadash did the best in 
the February 009 elections  The party gained the most Arab votes both in the 

entral and Northern areas  ith  percent and  percent  respectively  and 
sent our members to the Knesset  The party leadership celebrated the results 
o  the February 009 election as a ma or victory  as they ere able to ”run a 
civilized race  drive out ionist parties  and cooperate to raise voter turnout “33 
Overall  11 Arabs entered the 18th Knesset rom the lists o  Arab parties

Conclusion

This paper analyzed voting patterns in the Arab sector in the elections 
bet een 1999 009  a period marked by a plethora o  Arab e ish tensions 
in Israel  ontrary to e pectations in the early 1990s that Israel’s political 
system as gradually opening up to the needs o  the Arab sector and illing 
to include them as legitimate partners  the voting patterns o  Arab constituents 
in the a orementioned elections strongly indicated a process o  alienation 

31 Koren  ”Arab Israeli itizens in the 009 Elections  Bet een Israeli itizenship and alestinian Arab 
Identity “ 1

32 ”   “    1         “  alla  acces-
sed February 0  0  https inance alla co il item 1 8

33 Koren  ”Arab Israeli itizens in the 009 Elections  Bet een Israeli itizenship and alestinian Arab 
Identity “ 1
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rom the Israeli political system  The rst mani estation o  this gradual 
disen ranchisement as the steady decline in voter turnout rates  Bet een 
1999 009  the abstention rates in the Arab sector umped rom  percent 
to  percent  substantially higher than the abstention rates among e ish 
constituents  Secondly  the vote or e ish ionist parties d indled by 1 
points to an unprecedented lo  rate o  less than nine percent in 009  Arab 
voters’ gro ing abandonment o  e ish ionist parties particularly hurt the 
Labor arty and Meretz  the t o le t ing parties that had traditionally on 
the Arab vote  This collective separatism o  Arab constituents rom the e ish 
ma ority parado ically contributed to the electoral successes o  both Arab 
parties and right ing e ish ionist parties  as the social base o  le t ing 
e ish ionist parties notably narro ed
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