Middle East

Sharon, Ariel 

Sharon, Ariel (1928- ), prime minister of Israel (2001- ). At the time of his election, Sharon, a former soldier, was the leader of the Likud Party. He defeated incumbent Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak of the Labor Party. Polls indicated that many Israelis voted for Sharon because of Barak's failure to achieve peace with the Palestinians.

Sharon is one of the most controversial figures in Israeli politics. Born Ariel Sheinerman in Kefar Malal, Israel (then Palestine), he joined Haganah, an underground Jewish militia, at the age of 14. He soon gained a reputation for innovation, courage, and disobeying orders. He fought in the Arab-Israeli War of 1948-1949, which secured Israel's independence. In 1953 he created Unit 101, a brigade that became known for carrying out operations across enemy lines, suppressing terrorism in the Gaza Strip (which Israel captured in the Six-Day War of 1967), and leading the defeat of the Egyptian army in the Arab-Israeli War of 1973. Sharon's success as a fighter earned him a growing popularity, but he was prevented from reaching the highest military posts because many of his tactics were viewed as reckless and he often argued with superiors. In the Arab-Israeli War of 1973, he was accused of insubordination.

After the Arab-Israeli War of 1973, Sharon retired with the rank of brigadier-general and, like several other Israeli generals, used his reputation as a political base. He was elected to the Knesset (Israel's parliament) in 1974 but quickly resigned to become a military adviser to Labor Party prime minister Yitzhak Rabin. When Sharon returned to the Knesset in 1977, he made a radical shift in political allegiance by joining the conservative Likud Party, which came to power in the election. He was appointed Likud's minister of agriculture, and he soon directed resources to Israelis settling in the occupied West Bank and Gaza Strip. Israel's left wing vehemently opposed settling the territories, which were populated mainly by Palestinians, but the right wing gave resounding support to Sharon's efforts.

In 1981 Likud again won electoral victory, and Sharon became minister of defense. The following year he directed an attack on the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) in Lebanon, and the ensuing fighting created a tremendous controversy in Israel and elsewhere. Sharon was accused of deceiving the cabinet in order to extend the war's objectives beyond those stated by Prime Minister Menachem Begin. In addition, Israel's defeat of the PLO, which was the main protector of Palestinian refugees in civil-war-torn Lebanon, left many of those refugees defenseless against enemies. When Lebanese Christian forces slaughtered a large number of the refugees, Sharon was reprimanded for not preventing the tragedy. He was eventually forced to give up the defense ministry, an unprecedented step in Israel; however, Sharon's power was such that he remained in the cabinet even without a ministry.

In later governments, Sharon served as minister of trade and industry and minister of housing; in the latter position, he again helped Israelis settling in the Occupied Territories. He also became a perennial contender for leadership of the Likud, but despite his large following, he was consistently denied the top positions. In 1996 Likud leader Benjamin Netanyahu was elected prime minister, and Sharon became minister of infrastructure, a post created specifically for him. In this role, Sharon continued to support settlement in the Occupied Territories. In 1998 Netanyahu appointed Sharon foreign minister. After Netanyahu and the Likud lost the elections in May 1999 to Ehud Barak and the Labor Party, Netanyahu resigned as leader of the Likud. In September 1999 Sharon was chosen Likud leader.

In September 2000 Sharon visited the Temple Mount, the holiest Islamic site in Jerusalem. His visit touched off violent clashes between Israelis and Palestinians. Soon, armed Palestinian police and rock-throwing youths clashed with Israeli soldiers and police throughout the West Bank and Gaza Strip. The renewed violence and the failure to achieve any agreements with the Palestinians hurt Barak's popularity in Israel. In October 2000 Barak approached Sharon with a proposal to form a coalition government. Sharon turned down the proposal, and Barak announced that he was prepared to call for new elections.

Barak resigned on December 10, 2000, and called for a new election for prime minister in February 2001. He continued to serve as prime minister until the election. Many Israelis wanted Netanyahu to run against Barak, but Netanyahu refused to do so unless parliamentary elections were also held. However, the Knesset voted not to dissolve itself and call for new parliamentary elections, and so Netanyahu bowed out. Sharon ran against Barak and was elected with more than 60 percent of the vote.
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Arafat, Yasir 

Arafat, Yasir (1929- ), president of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) from 1996 to the present, chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) from 1969 to the present, and Nobel laureate who has led the Palestinian people in their efforts for statehood. Arafat was born in either Egypt or Jerusalem—historical accounts vary—and raised in Jerusalem, Egypt, and the Gaza area. When Israel occupied the Gaza Strip in the Arab-Israeli War of 1948-1949, Arafat fled to Egypt. In 1956 he earned an engineering degree from Cairo University, where he became involved in politics, chairing the Palestinian Students Union. In the early 1960s he helped found Fatah, a Palestinian guerrilla group committed to opposing Israel militarily. In 1968 Arafat took Fatah into the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), which coordinated several groups opposed to Israel. During the late 1960s Fatah made guerrilla raids into Israel, mostly from Jordan. The success of some attacks earned Fatah power, and the group soon became the largest and most powerful of the PLO's factions. In 1969 Arafat was made chairman of the PLO's Executive Committee as well as commander-in-chief, thereby becoming the recognized leader of the Palestinian nationalist movement.

The PLO made many of its raids into Israel from Jordan, where large numbers of Palestinians lived. Jordan's government, headed by King Hussein, tolerated the PLO's raids until Arafat began to threaten the government's authority. In 1970 Hussein cracked down on the PLO and Arafat was forced to flee, by some reports disguised as a woman. About 10,000 Palestinians were killed in the fighting.

For several years the Arab world could not reach a consensus about whether to support Arafat. Then, in 1974, the Arab League recognized the PLO as the “sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.” Soon after the Arab League's declaration, the United Nations invited Arafat to address its General Assembly. In an infamous gesture, Arafat spoke to the assembly with a pistol strapped to his hip. He called for the creation of a Palestinian state and promised a violent response if the call went unheeded. Several years of PLO assassinations, hijackings, and bombings followed, gaining the PLO and Arafat international prominence.

For most of the 1970s, Arafat was based in Beirut, Lebanon, from which his guerrillas attacked Israel and where he oversaw an enormous bureaucracy that provided social welfare services to Palestinian refugees. In 1982 Israel invaded Lebanon to stop the PLO's attacks. Arafat was forced to flee again, this time to Tunis, Tunisia. Following this defeat his power was deeply diminished, and many observers believed his leadership was in danger. Arafat, however, remained in power and in 1988 renounced military opposition to Israel and recognized Israel as a legitimate state. When Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990 and prompted the Persian Gulf War of 1991, Arafat publicly endorsed Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, in part because Hussein likened Iraq's “liberation” of Kuwait to the Palestinian goal of “liberating” Israel. Arafat's endorsement enraged many of his financial backers, most of whom were Arabs from oil-rich countries who opposed Hussein's invasion of oil-rich Kuwait.

Arafat regained international credibility when he moved toward peace with Israel shortly after the end of the Gulf War. After several months of negotiations, Arafat and Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin witnessed the signing of a historic agreement on September 13, 1993, in Washington, D.C. Their famous handshake at a White House reception was viewed as a sign of Arafat's transition from terrorist to peacemaker. The following year Arafat, Rabin, and Israeli foreign minister Shimon Peres were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

The 1993 agreement provided for limited Palestinian self-rule in parts of the West Bank and Gaza Strip under a newly created Palestinian National Authority. Arafat acted as chairman of the PNA until its first elections were held in January 1996. In these elections, Arafat was elected president by an overwhelming majority. 

Peace negotiations between the Israelis and Palestinians stalled in mid-1996 after the election of a conservative government in Israel. On several occasions, Arafat's attempts to restrict radical Palestinian groups such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad won him the opposition of many Palestinians. At the same time, however, Israeli and U.S. officials consistently accused Arafat of failing to prevent terrorist attacks against Israel. This led to tremendous pressure on the Palestinian leader, as he sought to maintain his political viability with both his domestic constituency and his international partners in the peace process, and to reconcile their conflicting interests and agendas. From a peak of acceptance at the time he was awarded the Nobel Prize, Arafat slipped to a position from which he was forced to argue for his own significance and legitimacy. 
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