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Unity in Israel begins
to crack as war effortlingers

By Keren Setton
Journalist

OPINION

October7may

have temporarily
pushed political
disagreementaside.
However, Israeliswho
previously opposed
the Netanyahu
cabinetoverthe
planstoimplement
ajudicial reform
arenow doubting
Netanyahu's
intentionsaboutthe
war.

When the war
between Hamas

and Israelerupted

on October7,2023,
Israelisinstantly
united. Afteralmosta
year of bitterdivisions
overacabinetplanto
overhaulthejudicial
system, the scenes of
Hamas' offensive on
Israelimmediately
pushedasideallthe
divisions.

Most members of
the parliamentary
opposition, who had
frequently called
forthe ousting of
Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu,
announced they
were now backingthe
cabinet. The second-
largest opposition
party, led by former
military chiefs Benny
Gantzand Gadi
Eisenkot, joined the
cabinetjustdays after
thefighting began.
Sincethen, morethan
three monthsinto
thewar, the political
fracturesare becoming
visible again.

° Israel’s former army chief of staff Gadi Eisenkot (L) and Defense Minister Benny
Gantz arrive for a joint press conference to announce Eisenkot’s election bid and
their political alliance in Ramat Gan, occupied Palestine, on August 14, 2022.
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“There was a feeling that the war
would end swiftly,” Roni Rimon,
astrategicadviserand partnerat
the public relations firm Rimon
Cohen&Co.,told The MediaLine.
“Butnow, as even senior officials
including Netanyahu say it will
last at least a year, those who
want to replace him say waiting
untilthewaris overistoolong.”
“The same forces that were op-
erating before the war continue
to exist,” said Dr. Liron Lavi, an
assistant professor in the De-
partment of Political Studies at
Bar-llan University. “To some
extent, the divisions are even
more highlighted because there
is a war going on and people are
paying with theirlives.”

As the unity seems to wane,
some are questioning wheth-
er Netanyahu’s handling of the
war is steering Israel in the right
direction. Meanwhile, others
are questioning the prime min-
ister’s motives, suggesting his
political interest lies in the con-
tinuation of the fighting, which
inevitably delays his political
demise.

While Netanyahu has repeat-
edly ruled out holding elections
during a war, increasingly, more
and more voices are saying that
electionsare needed now.

This is one of the reasons — but
not the only one — that the Is-
raeli premier and his Likud par-
ty are lagging in the polls, with
numbers showing the party be-
ing cutin halfif an election were
held today. Gantz’s party, Blue
and White, has almost tripled in
the polls. The ultra-right-wing
party, Jewish Power, has also
gained some strength. Itisled by
National Security Minister Ita-
mar Ben-Gvir, who has consis-
tently voiced hardline positions
aboutlsrael’swar on Hamas.
Gantz appears to have made his
political capital on putting poli-
ticsaside, including his own per-
sonal benefit, and giving the Ne-
tanyahu cabinet his backing as
Israel faces an uncertain future
intheregion.

“Gantz’s poll numbers are un-
realistic and reflect the lack of
an alternative for voters who
are right-wing but do not want
Netanyahu or the current Likud
party,” Rimon explained. “Once
therewillbenewactors fromthe
right wing, this will change.”

But the undercurrents that re-
flect unease with the current
leadership are gradually grow-
ing.

“It is like a water dam that has
a small leak, which is gradually
growing,” Rimon told The Media
Line. “This sentiment will likely
increase, but it is dependent on
developments on the ground.”

In an interview last week,
Gantz’s party member Eisenkot
said that the Israeli leadership
was not telling the public the
truth. Aspartofthe five-member
war cabinet assembled at the
beginning of the war, Eisenkot
went on to say that the cabinet
was spreading “illusions” by
telling Israelis that the captives
could be freed through military
operations. The former army
chief, who himself recently lost
his son in the war, said the only
way to secure a hostage deal was
through an elongated cease-fire.
His comments came as relatives
ofthe captives stepped up public
pressureagainstthe cabinet.

On Saturday, thousands of peo-
ple gathered in several Israeli
cities, calling for the release
of the captives being held by
Hamas in the Gaza Strip. One of
those protestswasinfrontofNe-
tanyahu’s home. Demonstrators
held signs of the captives, some
saying the cabinet wasn’t doing
enough. The goals of the war, as
set out by the Netanyahu cabi-
net, were to release the captives
and topple Hamas. As time inch-
es by, there are increasing divi-
sions abouthow the warisbeing
handled and whether the fight-
ing is risking the possibility of a
hostage deal or promotingone.
On Monday, the Knesset was
set to vote on three different
no-confidence votes against the
cabinet. While itis highly unlike-
ly that there will be a majority in
favor of them, the notion of un-
breakable unity is beginning to
crack.

When joining the cabinet, Gantz
made it clear it was only to be
part of the war effort. As this ef-
fort wanes, he is likely contem-
platingthe timing ofhis exit.

“As long as there is intense fight-
ing, he will and should stay,” said
Rimon, “But the longer he stays,
the higher the chances that any
failures will stickto him.”
Gantz’s departure could signal
to the public that the time is ripe
for elections. According to Ri-
mon, such a move could set off
more intense public pressure to
headtotheballots.

The full article first appeared in The
Media Line.
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OPINION

makingitthe country’slongest conflictsincethe
1948 war, many Israelisare expressing growing
concernsaboutcabinetaccountabilityin light of

thesecurityandintelligencefailures leadingupto

October7,theincreasingly dire captive situation,and the economictoll of the war.
[tallspells particulartroublefor Netanyahu,who'slongbranded himselfas “Mr. Economy’
and “Mr.Security”.While someare resoluteintheir continued supportfor Netanyahu and
hisLikud party, manyarerethinkingtheirvote ordoublingdown ontheiroppositionto
Israel’'slongest-serving prime minister. His day of reckoningmay come soonerthan Bibi
hadhoped—evenasheurgesthe countrytofirstwaitoutthewar.

“Going to elections would be irresponsible
and would badly halt the war effort,” Ne-
tanyahu said on Thursday night, during a
press conference at the Kirya military base
in Tel Aviv. “The ones whoare hopingforthis,
and for all the other things we hear in the TV
studios nightafter night,are Hamasandalso
its backer Iran. We won't give this to them.
We will bring complete victory.”

Yet many Israelis — on the left and right
— want cabinet accountability. Crowds of
demonstrators have taken to the streets
of Israel’s major cities in recent days to de-
mand that the cabinet set a date for new
elections now. Others want to head to the
ballot box as soon as the conflict comes to
an end. In a December survey by the Israeli
Democracy Institute (IDI), an independent
research center, 69 percent of respondents
— including a majority of right-wing voters
— called for new elections immediately af-
terthewar.

A protester wears a shirt
depicting Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
during a demonstration
to demand the release of
the captives taken during
Operation Al-Aqsa Storm, in
Tel Aviv, occupied Palestine,
on January 20, 2024.
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“I always chose Netanyahu, and [ am from
the right side of the political spectrum, but
it will be hard for me to choose him again. I
wanta change,” Mordechai Sasson, the own-
er of a produce shop in Jerusalem’s Mahane
Yehuda market, said inan interview. “Every-
body should gohome, notonly Netanyahu.”
The relative quiet of Mahane Yehuda, the
holy city’s largest shuk, underscores the fi-
nancial pain the tense security situation is
inflicting on many Israelis. Where hundreds
of shoppers typically brave crowds to buy
meat, spices, fresh bread, and local produce,
vendors outnumbered customers on the
weekday morning of my visit.

Shlomo Nissan, a produce vendor and long-
time Likud supporter, said the cabinet is at
fault, adding that he has no plans to back Bi-
bi’s party again in the next Israeli elections.
“The army and the security forces do every-
thing they can to prevent attacks, but it’s not
always 100 percent, and the situation is very
delicate. It's very complicated for me as a
business owner. You can see it's Wednesday
morning and usually packed with people,
but it’s not the case right now,” he said. “It's
amess.”

The longer the war goes on, the worse the
economic repercussions are likely to be,
and Netanyahu recently predicted the fight-
ing could stretch into 2025. But along with
souring public opinion about the cabinet’s
failures pre-October 7, cracks in the War
Cabinet are becoming increasingly difficult
toignore.

Days after the initial Hamas attack, centrist
lawmakers joined with the prime minister
to form an emergency cabinet in a show of
solidarity. Themove elevated National Unity
partyleader Benny Gantz,a former IDF chief
of staffand onetime defense minister, to Net-
anyahu’s Cabinet. Together with former IDF
Chief of Staff Gadi Eisenkot — an observer
in the Cabinet without a vote — Gantz has
soughtto exertthe opposition’sinfluence on
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thewar’smanagement.

Behind-the-scenes divisions are now reg-
ularly coming to the fore. While Netanyahu
used to host press conferences alongside
Gantz, the premier now tends to appear be-
fore reporters solo. Reports of War Cabinet
meetings devolvinginto screaming matches
headline Israeli media.

For many Israelis, it's Netanyahu’s contin-
ued reluctance to take responsibility for
October 7 that’s perhaps most damning.
Since the war’s start, the prime minister has
repeatedly obfuscated when asked whether
he’s at fault for the catastrophicintelligence
lapse that enabled the Hamas invasion, sub-
tly shifting blame to the Israeli military for
the oversight.In asince-deleted post on Xin
late October, Netanyahu seemed to criticize
the heads of Israel’s military and security
services for failing to detect and inform him
of the impending attack. Netanyahu later
apologized for the remarks, but the episode

was just one in a series of political clashes
his cabinethas had with the IDF as the coun-
try has uncomfortable conversations about
who’satfault.

Earlier this month, a high-level meeting of
ministersreportedly erupted after IDF Chief
of Staff Herzi Halevi informed lawmakers
of plans to launch an internal probe into the
military’s failures in the lead-up to October
7. The IDF’s decision to initiate an inquiry
puts pressure on the cabinet to do the same,
which could have electoral consequences
for Netanyahu.

Netanyahu’s continued efforts to distance
himself from the military may backfire with
other voters. A survey conducted in late-Oc-
tober found that Jewish Israelis’ trust in the
IDF had actually grown in the aftermath of
Hamas’ attack — from 84.5 percent to 87
percent — making it far and away one of the
most trusted institutions in the country. By
contrast, just 20.5 percent of Jewish Israeli
respondents said they had trustin Netanya-
hu’s Cabinet.
Atthesametime,thequestionofthe estimat-
ed 132 remaining captives—105 alive, 27
dead—continues to hang over the cabinet’s
head. Family members ofthe captive Israelis
have been among the loudest voices calling
for Netanyahu’s resignation, holdingweekly
demonstrations in cities across the coun-
try. On Thursday night, family members of
captives blocked Tel Aviv’s main highway to
protestthe cabinet’slack of progress toward
adealtosecuretheirrelease.

Brenda Donvi, the owner ofaboutique in Je-
rusalem’s elite Moshava neighborhood, said
inaninterview, “The greatestevil thatIsrael
hasisaself-enemywhois taking the country
hostage for his own interests and his own
benefits to stay in power. [Netanyahu] will
do whatever he has to do to stay in power, in
my opinion.”

Thefull articlefirstappearedin The Dispatch.




