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Lieberman appointment
is bad news for everyone

I
sraeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu’s latest 
political manoeuvre looks 
like bad news for both 
Palestinians and Israeli Army 
commanders alike.

Netanyahu has installed his 
long-time protégé — turned rival, 
turned political ally, turned critic — 
Avigdor Lieberman in his Likud-led 
coalition government as Defence 
minister.

The move confounded liberal 
critics inside and outside Israel 
misled by Netanyahu’s protracted 
talks with the anaemic Zionist Un-
ion left-centre grouping led by Isaac 
Herzog. But Herzog was entirely 
outplayed by Netanyahu, arguably 
the greatest master of political 
machinations in Israeli history.

Netanyahu in the past has been 
alarmed by Lieberman’s appeal to 
extreme right-wing elements that 
previously supported the prime 
minister. However, the two men 
agree on all major defence and 
security issues, most of all in their 
opposition to pushing ahead with 
any two-state solution in the peace 
process.

Lieberman’s price for joining the 
Netanyahu government was high: 
He demanded the Defence Min-
istry. In the past, Netanyahu did 
not want to give Lieberman such a 
powerful base. The job of Defence 
minister is second only to that of 
prime minister in Israel in terms of 
public prestige and real power.

The previous Defence minister 
since 2013, former Army Chief of 
Staff Moshe Ya’alon, has been a 
hardliner in the Likud tradition. 
He has also been a stickler for due 
process, army discipline and, along 
with current Army Chief of Staff 
Lieutenant-General Gadi Eisenkot 
demanded the prosecution of an 
Israeli soldier who shot a Palestin-
ian attacker after he was already 
wounded and no longer a threat. 
The issue has become enormously 
emotional and divisive in Israel.

Ya’alon was an extremely suc-
cessful Defence minister and 
worked well with the chiefs of staff 
under him. Along with the top 
army leadership, he has repeat-

edly opposed carrying 
out preventive air strikes 
against Iran’s nuclear 
programme. Lieberman, 
by contrast, is a super 
hawk on that issue but 
has no comparable mili-
tary experience, prestige 
or respect among senior 
officers.

Netanyahu risks infuri-
ating a Palestinian com-
munity already driven to 

despair and among whom random 
murderous violence against Israeli 
civilians has been breaking out with 

increasing frequency.
At the same time Netanyahu has 

thrown to the winds the harmoni-
ous functioning of the civilian-
political and professional military 
leadership on which the funda-
mental security of the country 
and the reliability of its responses 
to attacks, long-term threats and 
unexpected crises depend.

The appointment of Lieberman 
is also a contemptuous gesture to-
wards US President Barack Obama 
and reflects Netanyahu’s continued 
judgment that he can treat the 
American leader with increasing 
disdain during Obama’s final year 
in office.

Netanyahu appears to be confi-
dent he can expect less criticism 
and warmer support from either 
Hillary Clinton or Donald Trump af-
ter this year’s presidential election 
in the United States.

Netanyahu offered Ya’alon the 
fig leaf of becoming Foreign Affairs 
minister, a job Lieberman has 
held in the past. But in Israel, the 
Foreign Affairs minister has been an 
increasingly impotent and mar-
ginalised figure over the past half 
century. Ya’alon, a proud man and 
no fool, turned it down flat.

Ya’alon will now seek to establish 
himself as the leading critic and 
challenger to Netanyahu among the 
broad right of Israel, which is the 
dominant national consensus.

Pundits in the United States and 
Israel have argued that Lieber-
man will at least at first keep a low 
profile and try to clothe himself in 
moderation while cautiously find-
ing his feet in the job.

However, in his two decades at 
the centre of Israeli politics, Lieber-
man has never chosen that style 
of operating. Blustering, bullying 
and confrontation are his preferred 
style and he has always revelled in 
his self-image as a former nightclub 
bouncer, which he briefly was long 
ago.

In recent years, Israel’s top 
military leaders have consist-
ently shown themselves to be more 
moderate and cautious in their 
approaches to challenges and crises 
than many, if not most, of their 
political masters. Ya’alon, who has 
impeccable political and security 
credentials, prevented these differ-
ences from escalating into outright 
clashes.

Now that he is no longer there to 
prevent such crises, they are likely 
to come thick and fast.
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Editorial

Opinion

Martin Sieff

R
eligious and sectarian violence continues to be the 
stock-in-trade of jihadist organisations across North 
Africa and the Middle East.

The Islamic State (ISIS) has undertaken a relentless 
campaign of religious and sectarian cleansing aimed 
at emptying the region’s countries of minorities 
whose mere presence contradicts its vision of what 

Muslim-majority nations should look like.
On May 23rd, ISIS carried out suicide bombings in Tartus and 

Jableh in Syria. The attacks were unusually bloody, even by ISIS’s 
dubious standards, and were intended to inflame strife between 
religious communities in Syria. They killed more than 150 people 
and wounded 300. Throughout the Syrian conflict, ISIS has 
targeted minorities in order to encourage sectarian strife.

According to European Parliament figures, 40% of Syria’s 
700,000 Christians have left the country since the start of war in 
Syria.

In Iraq, sectarian strife and jihadist violence have devastated 
minority communities: The Christian population is said to have 
decreased from 1.5 million before 2003 to less than 500,000 
today.

Jihadists and other extremists are tapping into lingering 
undercurrents of bigotry and fanaticism in Arab societies.

Intolerance still manifests itself too often in the Middle East 
and North Africa. During the last few days, Orthodox Copts in 
Egypt have complained that, on May 20th, seven Christian homes 
in a province south of Cairo were ransacked and torched. The 
attacks apparently followed rumours that a Christian man had 
had an affair with a Muslim woman.

The problem is rooted in education systems that have failed to 
disseminate tolerant value and legal systems that do not always 
deal firmly with crimes stemming from racism and bigotry. Other 
social institutions — such as the media, cultural elites and the 
family — do not always play constructive roles.

Another factor is the abuse of religion by preachers and politi-
cal extremists whose message is tainted with religious fanati-
cism. Religious institutions do have an important role to play to 
ward off this negative influence. Al-Azhar University and its 
network of affiliated schools, for instance, reach hundreds of 
thousands of students in Egypt and beyond. Its high standing in 
the Arab world lends it great influence.

The meeting on October 23rd between Pope Francis and Sheikh 
Ahmed el-Tayyib, the grand Imam of al-Azhar, and their decision 
to reactivate dialogue between the Vatican and Egypt’s prestig-
ious Muslim institution of learning is a positive development. 
Such cooperation will help send a message of cross-religious 
entente between the worlds of Islam and Christianity.

Bigotry does not rule the day. The Arab world has a legacy of 
coexistence and tolerance on which progress can be based. The 
ancient Jewish festival recently held on Tunisia’s Djerba island is 
a case in point. Thousands of Jews were welcomed by Tunisia’s 
predominantly Muslim society for their annual pilgrimage. The 
event highlighted the potential for religious tolerance in the 
Middle East and North Africa, despite the ongoing conflicts and 
the legacies of hate, bias and distrust.

Religious and sectarian coexistence in the Arab world is crucial 
not only for ending war and civil strife, but also for developing 
modern societies that constructively engage with the world.


