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Ariel Sharon has spent more of his life as a soldier
than a politician, and it has often been said that he is
betier at tactics than strategy. This familiar point is
highly relevant today because even he cannot foresee the
outcome of his dramatic decision to resign as leader of
the Likud and form a new party to fight early elections.
Israel’s complicated political system certainly now faces
a massive realignment, with early indications that several
other senior Likud ministers will join him in setting up a
centrist party to be known as “*National Responsibility?”.
So will some big Labour beasts,
at 82 just deposed as leader of his party by a

perhaps even Shimon
Peres,
younger man of Moroccan origin, more doveish bent® and
wider populist* appeal. They will be an invaluable asset
as the old warhorse gallops® across Israel’s great divide
over land and peace in the Middle East.

The immediate context of this turmoil is last sum-
mer’s unilateral withdrawal from the Gaza Strip, bull-
dozed® through by the pragmatic Mr Sharon in the face
of furious protests by the ideological right wing of the
Likud and its religious allies. Gaza, home to more than a
million Palestinians living in squalor’ and despair, had
been ruled by Israel since 1967. The withdrawal and the
dismantling of the illegal settlements it built there was a
highly significant event. Ultimately, though, its signifi-
cance always depended on what happened next. Was it
to be Gaza first and last, as some feared, or the begin-
ning of a process that would lead to a withdrawal from
the West Bank, the bulk of what remains of *Mandatory
Palestine® and the heartland of any Palestinian state?
That is no clearer after Mr Sharon’s mould-breaking
manoeuvre’, p
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Nothing so far suggests a radical departure. The aban-
donment, along with Gaza, of four isolated settlements in
the West Bank was consistent with his view that the big
settlement blocs with scores of thousands of inhabitants
would stay put in any final peace deal, as would the Jew-
encircling what was once *Arab East
Jerusalem™. Under Mr Sharon the controversial **“security
ostensibly? built to keep out suicide bombers
has come to look like the final border between Israel and

ish  “suburbs”

barrier”"

Palestine.
Gaza may be back in Palestinian hands,

Mr Sharon has built bypass
roads to provide security for Is-
raelis and break up Palestinian
areas into isolated enclaves®—
even as he insists that the
*Palestinian Authority’ disarm
Islamist groups such as *Hamas
and Islamic Jihad”. Nor has he
given any sign that he will be
prepared to swap the *Golan
Heights" for a peace treaty with
Syria.

Gaulle, the strong national leader who knew France could
win the war in Algeria but could not sustain the cost politi-
cally. The Israeli leader has not gone down that road. If he

does, history is likely to judge him far more kindly.

Still, the most striking thing about this move is that it
marginalises' the right and expands the space occupied by
It makes no sense for Mr Sharon to have quit

the centre.

the Likud only to seek a new coalition with the rump® of
led by his hated rival Binyamin Netanyahu, »

the party,

but in the
West Bank existing outposts” have been expanded *in defi-
ance of* the internationally backed “road map” to peace.

dhimon Feres announces his departure
Jfrom the opposition Labour.

Mr Sharon has often been compared to Charles de
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(1) The terror attack against three hotels in the Jor-
danian capital Amman last Wednesday left in its wake
more than the human tragedy of the several hundred dead
or injured innocent people, or the growing concern about
how to stop the expanding regional terror tactics of Al
Qaeda’s man in Iraq, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi.

(2) Just as 9/11 was Osama bin Laden and Al Qae-
da’s declaration of war against the United States and oth-
ers accused of encroaching' on the Islamic realm, the
11/9 attacks last week should be seen as a *war cry’
within the narrower Arab realm.

(3) The Amman attack clarified the key protagonists®
of this regional and global ideological struggle, while also
pointing out the contradictions and tensions in the arena
of public opinion where it is being waged.

(4) The main point of 11/9 in Amman is not about the
specific attack, but the wider war it portends®. Zarqawi’s
group planned, carried out and took credit for this attack »
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after the elections. Mr Sharon must be hoping to
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win, but another possible outcome could be to join
a coalition led by *Amir Peretz’s” revived Labour
party on a platform of agreement with the Pales-
tinians. Palestinians have every reason to be scep-
tical. But the election means a new Israeli govern-
ment will be in place shortly after their elections in
February, when the participation of Hamas could
bring significant results. Israeli politics, like all
politics, is first of all local, but as this extraordi-
nary change sinks in, the stakes could hardly be
higher. What really matiers—and to the entire
world—is whether the outcome can form the basis
for a final peace settlement that enough Palestini-
ans can accept. That remains the greatest prize. B
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(M FEEZ # 8 The Guardian Nov. 22, 2005)
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