
Eretz Yisrael Throughout the Year

Lesson 2

The Electoral System

Israel is a democratic country. Consequently, the people of Israel choose their 
leaders. In this lesson, we will learn how Israel chooses its leaders and how the 
prime minister forms a government. We will also learn about Menachem Begin, 
Israel's sixth prime minister. 

Your aim for this lesson is to learn about:

a) Israel's electoral system

b) How the prime minister forms a government

c) Menachem Begin

Israel was founded on May 14, 1948. Ben-Gurion 
declared that the Vaad Leumi would run the 
country until elections could be held. In 
the meantime, a committee was set 
up to organize the elections.
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Israel - A Jewish Democracy

Activity 1

Imagine that you are on the committee 
to organize the elections. You must 
decide: 

a) Whether to elect:

(i) One person to lead (such as a president)

or
(ii) An assembly (such as a congress or a parliament)

b) How the leaders will be elected:

(i) By districts (i.e. by dividing the country into small areas with 
each area sending a representative to the parliament) 

or
(ii) By a nationwide vote, with everyone in the country voting for 

the same people

You must remember that some of the following points will affect your 
decision:

• Israel is in the middle of a war

• It does not yet know what its final borders will be – areas it wins will  
 be part of the country, land it loses will not 

• Israel has thousands of new immigrants arriving every month - they  
 do not yet have proper homes

Ben-Gurion gave the committee 5 months to organize everything. We're giving 
you 10 minutes! Be'Hatzlacha - Good luck.
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Some of Israel’s election rules were:

• Inherited from the British, the 
previous rulers in Eretz Yisrael

• Chosen based on practicality

• Adopted because of ideology

The committee decided that :

a) The country would be a parliamentary 
democracy, just like in Britain 

b) The parliament (called the Knesset) 
would have 120 seats

c) The leader of the party that is supported by the majority of the 
Knesset, would become prime minister

d) Members of Knesset are chosen nationwide and not by local 
districts

e) The electoral system would be proportional representation (see 
below) 

Proportional Representation

Proportional representation means that instead of voting for a person, 
Israelis vote for a political party. Each party submits a list of candidates. 

Each party gains seats according to the percentage of votes 
it wins, e.g. if a party wins 40% of the vote, the 
party would gain 40% of the (120) seats and 
therefore, the first 48 people on their party list 
would enter the Knesset, Israel's parliament. 

By way of example, we will look at one important 
election, that of May 1977. 
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Activity 2

Look at the results of Israel's May 1977 elections for the ninth Knesset. Answer 
the questions that follow:

Party Votes % of Vote Seats in Knesset

Likud 583,968 33.4 43

Labor Alignment 430,023 24.6 32

Dash 202,265 11.6 15

National Religious 
Party 160,787 9.2 12

Hadash 80,118 4.6 5

Agudat Yisrael 58,652 3.3 4

Development and 
Peace* 35,049 2.0 1

Shlomtzion 33,947 1.9 2

Left Camp of Israel 27,281 1.6 2

United Arab List 24,185 1.4 1

Poalei Agudat Yisrael 23,571 1.3 1

Ratz 20,621 1.2 1

Independent Liberals 20,384 1.2 1

Total 1,747,820 100 120

*  Even though this party won enough votes to get 2 seats, it was a one-man party. It submitted 

a list with only one name and so was ineligible to claim its second seat!
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a) Which party won the 1977 Knesset Election?

b) Why would this party have difficulty controlling the Knesset?

c) What do you think the winning party would have to do in order to 
control the Knesset?

The winning party, the Likud, only had 43 seats - 18 
short of a majority (61). In order to become prime 
minister, Menachem Begin, the leader of the Likud, had 
to persuade other parties to form a coalition, a group 
of parties. Four parties joined Mr. Begin's coalition. 
Together, the coalition controlled 63 of the 120 seats. 

All the parties that do not join the coalition are called 
the opposition.

No party in Israel has ever received more than 50% 
of the votes. The most seats a winning party has ever 

received, was in 1969 when Golda Meir's Labor 
Alignment won 46.2% of the vote, giving her 
party 56 seats. The lowest amount of seats a 
winning party has won in an election was in 
1999, when Ehud Barak's One Israel (Labor) 
party won only 26 seats.

Likud

Labor 
Alignment

Dash
National 
Religious Party

Hadash

Others
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Activity 3

Research which parties joined Mr. Begin's coalition.

The Cabinet and Ministers

Once the coalition government has been formed, the prime minister proceeds 
to form a cabinet, a group of people that help him lead the country. The cabinet 
is made up of members of the coalition. Each 
person is responsible for a different area, such 
as foreign affairs, defense, education, finance, 
health and the environment. In the US, the 
members of the cabinet are called secretaries, 
e.g. secretary of defense, secretary of education. 
In Israel, they are called ministers, e.g. the 
defense minister, the education minister.

Activity 4

Find out who was Israel's foreign minister in Menachem Begin's cabinet. What 
responsibilities does the foreign minister have? 

In 2007, the US President had 15 cabinet secretaries, while the 
Israeli Prime Minister had 25 cabinet ministers. Israel's first 
government had 13 ministers. 

There is no limit to the number of ministers a government can 
have. There have been attempts to limit the number to 18. One 
of the reasons for this large number is because the winning party 
needs to persuade other parties to join the coalition. During the 
negotiations, each party demands a number of government 
ministers and therefore, it is a challenge to limit their numbers.
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The 1977 election was the ninth time that Israel had an election since it was 
founded in 1948. However, this election result was different from all the other 
elections. It was the first time the Labor party did not win the election.

Until this point, Menachem Begin was always considered to be the outside man 
of Israeli politics. He was never part of the government coalition and was always 
in the opposition. Now however, he suddenly became prime minister. 

Who was Menachem Begin?

Menachem Begin was born in Poland in 1913. 
He received both a yeshiva and a secular 
education. When Poland was invaded by 
the Germans, he escaped to Vilna which 
was under Russian control. The Russians 
arrested him for "Zionist Activities." After a year in prison, the Russians let him 
join the Polish army and he was sent to Palestine. Once there, he left the Polish 
army and joined the Irgun, a Jewish defense organization. The Irgun had broken 
away from the Haganah over its policy of havlagah, restraint.

Begin soon became the leader of the Irgun. This separated him from the 
leadership of the yishuv. 

After the Second World War, Britain still controlled Eretz 
Yisrael. Despite the Holocaust, it continued to refuse almost 
all Jewish immigration. Britain also made it very difficult 
for Jews to defend themselves against Arab attacks. 
Furthermore, even though the British had once 
promised to help create a Jewish state in Eretz Yisrael, 
it was clear to Menachem Begin that they had changed 
their minds. 
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Begin believed that the Jews had to drive the 
British out of Eretz Yisrael and then declare 
independence. 

Therefore, he began a rebellion against the 
British and the Irgun started to attack British 
military installations and posts. The most well 
known operations were the destruction of 
the British military headquarters at the King 
David hotel in Jerusalem, and the break-in at 
the Acre prison where he freed many Jewish 
political prisoners. The British offered a £10,000 
reward for his capture. This was the largest amount 
ever placed on the head of someone wanted by 
the British. Begin disguised himself as a hasidic 
rabbi and hid, succeeding to evade capture.

Ben-Gurion ordered the Haganah to stop the 
Irgun. The yishuv was on the brink of civil war, but one man prevented  it: 
Menachem Begin. Ironically, Begin decided on restraint. He ordered his fighters 
not to retaliate whatsoever against the Haganah. No Jew must raise a weapon 
against another Jew. Begin argued that the attacks of the Haganah against the 
Irgun were a disaster for the Irgun, but if the Irgun fought back it would be a 
disaster for the Jewish people. 

Begin used the same argument when 
in 1948, Ben-Gurion ordered the new 
Israeli army, the IDF, to attack the 
Irgun ship, the Altalena. The Altalena 
was a ship carrying Irgun fighters 
and weapons to help in the War of 
Independence which had just begun. 
All the weapons were lost and at least 
16 men on board the ship died. 
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Menachem Begin was on board the Altalena at the time. He ordered his fighters 
not to fight back even though it might have saved some of them. Begin later said, 
"My greatest accomplishment was not retaliating and helping in preventing 
the civil war."

Twenty years later, Ben-Gurion said that if he had known Begin 
then, as well as he did now, the face of history would have been 
different.

So Menachem Begin remained an outsider in Israel's leadership 
for over 30 years (apart from a short period in the National 
Unity government in 1967 in the wake of Six-Day War). All that 
changed in 1977, when he became prime minister.

World leaders were apprehensive about this change of 
government in Israel, because of Begin's past. However, 
Begin surprised everybody by becoming the first Israeli 
leader to achieve peace with an Arab country, Egypt. 
Begin won the Nobel Peace Prize for his efforts. He 
donated all the prize money to charity.

Yet Begin still knew how to be strong when defending 
Israel. In 1981, the Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein was 
threatening Israel with destruction and was in the final 
stages of building a nuclear reactor. Begin ordered the 

destruction of the Iraqi nuclear reactor. A squadron 
of Israeli jets flew more than 1,000 miles 

over enemy territory to complete the 
mission. The world criticized Israel for 

this. However, 10 years later, when 
a US-led force attacked 

Iraq because of its invasion of Kuwait, the 
world was grateful that Saddam Hussein 
did not have a nuclear capability. One 

29

Twenty years later, Ben-Gurion said that if he had known Begin 
then, as well as he did now, the face of history would have been 

So Menachem Begin remained an outsider in Israel's leadership 
for over 30 years (apart from a short period in the National 
Unity government in 1967 in the wake of Six-Day War). All that 

The triple handshake: (right 

to left) Prime Minister 

Menachem Begin, President 

Jimmy Carter and President 

Anwar Sadat, after signing 

the Israel-Egypt Peace 

Treaty in Washington



Israel - A Jewish Democracy

hundred of Israel's Knesset Members wrote to thank 
Begin for this action.

Begin also launched “Operation Peace for the 
Galilee" against Lebanon in 1982, in response to 
Katyusha rocket attacks in northern Israel and 
after Israel's ambassador to London was shot. The 
operation became a full-scale war and Begin was 
very disturbed by the number of Israeli soldiers who 
lost their lives. There were constant demonstrations 
outside his home. The police wanted to remove the 
demonstrators, but Begin would not let them. He felt 
the pain they were feeling. 

Before he became prime minister, Begin lived in a small two-room apartment. 
Many of his friends argued that a man of his stature needed something bigger, 
but Begin was a modest man and said that he had all that he needed. When he 
resigned as prime minister, Begin returned to living in a small apartment. 

After his wife, Aliza, died, Begin resigned as prime minister. He died in 1993 
and was buried on the Mount of Olives next to his wife and two Irgun fighters, 
friends of his, who were sentenced to death by the British in 1947. 

Summary

In this lesson, we learned about Israel's electoral process, coalition governments 
and Menachem Begin, Israel's sixth prime minister.

In the next lesson we will learn how Israel's freedoms are protected by its 
judiciary.
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Israeli Prime Ministers 1948-2009
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Moshe Sharett 
(1954-55)  

Shimon Peres 
(1984-86, 1995-96)

Golda Meir 
(1969-74)

Golda Meir 

Shimon Peres 

Levi Eshkol 
(1963-69)

Ehud Barak 
(1999-01) 

Ehud Olmert 
(2006-2009)  

Yitzhak Shamir 
(1983-84, 1986-92)

Yitzhak Shamir 
Yitzhak Rabin 

(1974-77, 1992-95)
Yitzhak Rabin 

Benjamin Netanyahu 
(1996-99)

Ehud Barak 

Levi Eshkol 

Menachem Begin 
(1977-83)

 David Ben-Gurion 
(1948-54,1955-63)  

Ariel Sharon 
(2001-06)




