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Labour

THIS WEEK'S vote in the National
Religious Party, which made the Se-
phardi religious fundamentalist and
political hardliner, Avner Shaki,
number oné in its list of candidates
for the forthcoming Knesset elec-
tions in place of Ashkenazi fence-
straddler Zevulun Hammer, was not
a particularly revolutionary event.

Rather, it was a mere reaffirma-
tion of the trends that have been
guiding the erstwhile mainline Or-
thodox party for the past 11 years
and more. The major changes that
have altered the face of the party
occurred in the early and mid-1970s.

Throughout lsrael’s first 20-25
years, the NRP was the main party
representing lsrael's Orthodox mi-
nority, in the Knesset, and the only
one representing its religious inter-
ests at cabinet level. Its traditional
leaders were masters at the game of
intelligent small-party politics.

During the first eight elections to
the Knesset, the results made it un-
feasible for anyone except Labour —
or its predecessor, Mapai - to form a
government coalition. There was
thus simply no possibility of a reli-
gious party playing off Labour
against the Likud,

The alternatives available to the
NRP were either to go along with
Labour or to stay out of the govern-
ment altogether, for the right-wing
opposition was still too small during
those long years to form an alterna-
tive coalition government.

I NRP shake-up
spells end to

illusion

From the early 1970s onwards,
the NRP abandoned its original
strategy, and made the issue of the
eventual annexation of the occupied
territories of the “Greater Land of
Israel” and their settlement by Is-
raclis a central tenet of its platform.

One of the conditions it squeezed
out of Golda Meir for participating
in her last coalition government was
a promise that no territorial conces-

‘sions would be made in Judt.a and

Samaria without pmw submit-
ting the issue to a nauun referen-
dum or going to early elections.

By 1977 the NRP's stand on that
issue had brought it around to swap-
ping its 42-vesr allianee with Labour
for a partnership with the Likud. It
is usually forgotten today, but it was
that decision by the NRP | and not
merely the election results, which
made Menachem Begin and not Shi-
mon Peres prime minister in 1977

The NRP remained loyal to that
new alliance even after Begin was
replaced by Shamir in 1983. But that
alliance did not serve the party well.
Over the last three elections it was
cut down from the 12 seats it held
traditionally to a demeaning four.
Many of its volers went over 0
Abuhatzeira's Sephardi Tami in
1981, and to Tehiva and the Likud
itself,

In the Likud coalitions, too, the
whittled-down NRP was relegated
to playing second fiddle on religious

IN THAT strategic situation, the
NRP opted for the sacred principle
of never staying outside the govern-
ment, as the more fundamentalist,
ultra-Orthodox Agudat Yisrael had
done since 1950,

Instead, it made sure that its co-
alition demands were concentrated
entirely in the religious sphere. The
NRP became acceptable as the most
convenient coalition pariner for La-
bour by never making demands in
the fields of diplomatic, military, or
economic Pﬂi"ﬁc

Even in the field of religious poli-
¢y, the pragmatic NRP leadership

layed a double game. 1t insisted on
ar-reaching concessions from La-
bour during coalition negotiations,
but never put too much pressure on
the resulting coalition govern-
ment to ensure that Labour actually
kept all, or even most of its
promises.

In that sense, the old NRP was a
fitting partner for professional La-
bour politicians such as Levi Eshkol,
-.] among whose many notable quips

was: “True, | promised; but 1 never
promised to keep my promises.”

It was not an approach that was
likely to ingratiate the pragmatic,
compromise-prone, NRP leadership
in the eyes of a more true-believing

rty rank and file, and certainly not
i the eyes of a younger generation
of Bnei Akiva youth movement
graduates, who grew up chafing un-
der the demeaning perception that
their elders were selling out cynical-
ly to the Labour Party.

It was an approach, however, that
was largely responsible for keeping
religious-secular tensions during
those early years from reaching boil-
ing point, as they have been threat-
ening to do in recent years.

E main results of the

in the NRP may

ravate those tensions,

. i inning to loom as
one of the country’s most serious
domestic problems before the out-
break of the Palestinian uprising in
December.

Yosef Goell

issues to the Aguda and the new
upstart, Shas.

THERE IS little chance that under
the new leadership of Shaki, Gush

Emunim's Hanan Porat and the |

number five in the NRP's list, the
militant Sephardi, Yitzhak Levi,
the NRP will recoup any of its elec-
toral losses of the last few elections,

It is doubtful whether many reli-
gious voters motivated by issues of
religious fundamentalism will
choose even the new NRP over Shas.
or Aguda; or that those who are
maved primarily by the single issue
of the future of the Greater Land of
Israel will choose the NRP over
Tehiya.

The NRP has apparently been rel-
egated for quite some time to being
a small sectarian party, as the
Aguda has been all along. Despite
much of the political commentary,
this week’s triumph of Shaki, Porat
and Levy over Hammer and Yehuda
Ben-Meir does not create a new
problem for the Labour Party. The
problem was there all along. For,
despite Shimon Peres’s pandering to
the religious parties over the last 10
years they are as firmly ensconced as
ever in the Likud orbit.

Yosef Burg and Zevulun Ham-
mer clearly opted to have their party
counted in the Likud camp in the
political stand-off that emerged
from the July 1984 elections. Ham-
mer could have been expected to
have behave similarly in the wake of
the forthcoming elections.

The belief some Labour
leaders that the NRP was prepared
to return to its historic alliance with
Labour was an extreme example of
wishful thinking in politics.

This week's internal elections in
the NRP will thus change uuthr:iin
regard to coalition prospes

the November election: hﬁ.
however, serve to dra .
leadership of the y the
very serious problem { E _'
The writer is a member of The




