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ONE COUNTRY



Introduction

What will it take to make peace between Israelis and Palestinians?
Some say we must forget the past. I think we have to start by
remembering it. My first memory of Palestine is from a supermarket
in London. Before I was old enough to go to school, I remember
regularly accompanying my mother to the Safeway in Ealing
Broadway. One day we were buying oranges and I pointed at some
big, beautiful-looking ones. “No, not those,” my mother said, “they
are from Jaffa, they are our oranges.” This made no sense to my
five-year-old mind. If they were our oranges, why couldn’t we have
them? My mother explained to me that the citrus groves of Jaffa
belonged to Palestinians, to people like us, until the Israelis took
them over.

My maternal grandfather, Ali Najjar, was a wealthy man who had
inherited land from his father, and acquired more along the way,
buying up whatever his brothers wanted to sell. My mother’s family
came from the village of Lifta, whose sturdy stone houses with their
gentle, arched windows were built on steep hillsides just northwest
of Jerusalem. The village s history is documented from before
Roman times, and in the early twentieth century, as the population
grew, houses crept up the hill until they touched the Jerusalem
neighborhood of Rumayma.1 It was here that my grandfather built a
splendid new house overlooking the valley below, which is where
my mother was born in 1939. Recalling it today, she describes six
spacious bedrooms, separate dining and living rooms. It was the
house of a prosperous family, whose furniture included a piano. It
was near a forest, and surrounded by a large garden with fruit trees



and every variety of flower. My mother remembers most vividly a
red climbing rose, which scaled the height of the wall, and now she
explains to me that this is why she planted a climbing rose bush in
front of our house in Amman. Her father also had a fine car, a
Chevrolet, and a driver who sometimes took her and her sisters to
school.

On Jaffa Street, at that time the bustling heart of modern
Jerusalem, my grandfather built an imposing building, said to be the
first in the area with the advanced convenience of central heating.
Many of his tenants were doctors, principally German Jews. My
mother recalls regularly visiting one of the tenants, a Dr. Hirsh, who
treated her as a child. “He was a very kind man,” she remembers.
“He was an old man, not a young doctor.” On Jewish holidays my
grandparents would send food to Dr. Hirsh, and during Passover, he
would send my mother’s family matzoh, the unleavened bread that
in Jewish tradition symbolizes the flight from Egypt. “I liked it,” she
says, and I finally understand why throughout my own childhood in
London and Brussels whenever matzoh would appear in the stores
around Passover, she would buy it and we would eat it at home.

One of my mother’s strongest childhood memories was of a little
girl called Miriam, the daughter of a Jewish furrier and his wife who
rented the apartment on the first floor of my grandfather’s house.
“They were very nice days,” my mother says. “We would come
home from school, have lunch, and then go down and play with the
neighbors. We played with this little girl all the time. We loved her.
And my father loved her too. I wish I knew what happened to her.”
Miriam had also been born in my grandfather’s house.

That happy, comfortable childhood in Rumayma came to an end
in early 1948. For my mother, too young to be fully aware of the
swirling politics of the Palestine conflict, the change was
unexpected. All of a sudden, she started to see guns. “One day we
were sleeping,” she recalls, “and we heard gunshots and we ran out
to see what was happening… . We were scared and we were crying
and I remember my father and my brother carrying guns and
shooting from the veranda.” Lifta, Rumayma, and the adjacent
districts of Sheikh Badr were among the first communities that
Palestinians left. According to Israeli historian Benny Morris,
“Hostilities there were triggered when the Haganah (the main Jewish
militia) killed the owner, who came from the nearby Arab village of
Qalunya, of a petrol station in the mixed neighborhood of Romema
(Rumayma); thev had suspected him of informing Arab irregulars
about the departure of Jewish convoys to Tel Aviv.” Qalunya



villagers retaliated the next day by throwing a grenade at a Jewish
bus. On December 28, 1947, the Stern Gang, a militia led by future
Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Shamir, attacked a coffeehouse in
Lifta, spraying it with machine-gun fire and killing, according to the
New York Times, five patrons.2 Daily exchanges of fire ensued, and
the Haganah and other Jewish militias repeatedly attacked until the
raids, “as was their intention, caused the evacuation of the Arabs of
Lifta and Romema during December 1947 and January 1948. ”3

My mother remembers the day she left Lifta and how my
grandfather calmed his daughters: “Why are you crying? Why
should you take anything with you? We are coming back in a few
days. It will all be finished.” So my grandmother packed only a few
clothes and towels for the children,‘covered the furniture with
sheets, and locked the door. My grandfather, grandmother, their
daughters—Arifa, Rif’a, Nahida, Aida, my mother, Samira, Nawal,
and Naila—their brother, Arif, his wife, Salwa, and the couple’s
baby girl, Orayb, mounted the back of a rented truck and trundled
off, never to return. Their first refuge was the home of family friends
in the Bak’a area of southern Jerusalem, until a few months later
when the fighting reached them there and along with the rest of the
population they fled. My grandfather took his family to Jordan,
where most of his descendants still live. My mother recalls the first
harsh days of their exile, living in a house made of mud in the
village of Sweileh, with none of the modern conveniences of
running water and indoor toilets they had been accustomed to in
Palestine. Despite the loss of the family home and much of his land,
my grandfather still had money in the bank and was able to
reestablish himself. But many among the wealthier Palestinians were
far less fortunate, losing all their property and even their bank
accounts. And for hundreds of thousands of villagers all their wealth
consisted of the land and homes they had been forced to leave for
teeming refugee camps in Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Gaza, and the
West Bank.

This is how the calamity of the Palestinians, al-Nakba, began for
my family. David Ben-Gurion, the leader of the Yishuv— the pre-
state Zionist establishment in Palestine—saw what happened in
Jerusalem through completely different eyes. On February 7, 1948,
he told the leaders of his party, “From your entry into Jerusalem
through Lifta-Romema, through Mahane Yehuda, King George
Street and Mea Shearim—there are no strangers [i.e., Arabs]. One
hundred per cent Jews. Since Jerusalem’s destruction in the days of
the Romans—it hasn’t been so Jewish as it is now. In many Arab



districts in the west— one sees not one Arab. I do not assume this
will change.” He added, “What happened in Jerusalem … could well
happen in great parts of the country.”4 So it was that my mother, the
“stranger,” was gone from the home where she was born, and in her
place and that of three-quarters of the Palestinian population
dispersed in those terrible days, the State of Israel arose.

What is there in these fragments of memory? How should I
interpret them? Are they evidence of a harmonious past that could
have become a harmonious future but for a few fateful decisions?
Were they no more than rare instances in a sea of hostility and fear?
I find these recollections compelling. There was a time when
ordinary, banal contacts occurred between people, and then at a
certain moment they stopped. Were people who worked together,
played together, exchanged gifts, and helped each other destined to
be enemies? Perhaps the warm relationships between my mother’s
family and their Jewish neighbors were rare. No doubt there was
plenty of tension.

My father’s childhood was different, yet he too recalls warm
relations with Jews in Palestine. He grew up in Battir, a village near
Bethlehem. The fallahin, the villagers, would meet Jews coming to
visit ruins up on the hill above Battir, which the villagers themselves
called khirbet al-yahud (the Jews’ ruins). But as fear and mistrust of
Zionist intentions in Palestine grew, so did hostility to these visits; in
Jewish nationalist mythology, Battir was once the site of Beitar, the
last Jewish town to fall to the Romans in their effort to crush the
revolt led by Shimon Bar-Kochba. It wasn’t until 1990 that the fears
of’the villagers triggered by the Jewish visitors decades earlier were
realized. Today, “Beitar” is the name of a West Bank settlement of
thirty thousand Israelis built on nearby lands confiscated from
Palestinians. On the settlement’s Web site, under the title “Ancient
Beitar,” is an image of modern Battir, my father’s village, with the
caption, “remains of the Beitar fortress,” as if the Palestinian homes
and village mosque clearly visible in the picture simply didn’t exist.
Battir today, along with neighboring villages, is being walled in,
their cultivable lands annexed and taken by the settlers, and their
people isolated and imprisoned in a ghetto. Yet even amid the
memories of a creeping conflict, my father remembers more
neighborly encounters. On several occasions, the celebrated Jewish
ophthalmologist. Dr. Avraham Ticho, came to visit the family home
and treat people in the village. And there were ordinary friendships
with Palestinian Jews, many of whom lived simple rural lives that
resembled my father’s and his family’s.



In the clash between Zionism and Palestinian nationalism the
fabric of social relations among the country’s peoples stood little
chance of remaining intact, and many have now given in to the
belief that the harmony never existed, or that it can never be
restored. But the verdict of conflict without end is predicated in part
on what we have chosen to remember and v hat we prefer to forget.
One of the most notorious incidents in the long bloody history was
the murder of sixty-seven Jews by an Arab mob in Hebron in 1929.
The memory of this massacre, one of Israel’s foundation myths, is
considered a signal lesson in Arab-Jewish relations and has recently
been used by right-wing Zionists to justify the aggressive settlement
movement in Hebron along with all of the measures imposed on that
city’s Palestinian population. But as the Jews of Hebron testified in
1929, most of the city’s Jewish community were saved because
Muslim neighbors protected them in their own homes and tended to
the wounded.5 How would history look today had that been the
signal lesson of the event, had that been the version of history young
Israelis were taught? (It is worth noting that many descendants of
those Hebron Jews have been vocal in their rejection of the way that
today’s Jewish settlers have hijacked their history.)6

Some might read these words as an indictment of Israel, others as
a vindication of a pro-Palestinian stance, but I intend them as
neither. Some might say that dwelling on history means I have no
desire for reconciliation. Some will simply deny the truth of this
history, or say that whatever happened to the Palestinians was
justified by their own aggressive provocations or by some greater
claim to the country. These are all familiar reactions whenever
Palestinians try to tell their story. The question of how the
Palestinians came to be in exile has always been at the center of any
argument over the legitimacy of Israel. To Israelis and most Jews,
the Jewish State is a miracle that represents redemption from the
unspeakable horrors of the Nazi Holocaust. Israel is an emotional
insurance policy against the visceral vulnerability that many Jews
still feel, a vulnerability born of centuries of persecution in Europe.
Israel is a touchstone of identity and a rallying point for community.
The notion that its creation was achieved with the blood and
suffering of others, that bad deeds were done and continue to be
done, is unbearable emotionally and threatening politically. It can’t
have been, they say, therefore, it wasn’t. To Palestinians and most of
the Arab world, the creation of the Jewish state meant, first and
foremost, the destruction of Palestine.



It seems a commonplace that whoever wins the battle of the past
wins the battle of the present. Thus efforts at Israeli-Palestinian
dialogue often argue that there must be an “agreed narrative” of the
past before we can move toward peace. But any such effort in the
current context will produce a false version of history tailored to suit
a political purpose, usually the agenda of those with the greatest
power. Consequently, Israel exhorts Jews to remember their past
while Palestinians are castigated for not forgetting that they are
refugees, and that they came to be so because they had no place in
the Jewish state created by the Zionist movement.

Peace cannot require Palestinians to acquiesce to the denial of
what was done to them. Neither can it require Israeli Jews to view
their own presence in Palestine as illegitimate or to change their
belief in their right to live there because of ancient historical and
spiritual ties. Peace, rather, must be based on how we act toward
each other now. It is unacceptable for a Palestinian to draw on his
history of oppression and suffering to justify harming innocent
Israeli civilians. It is equally unacceptable for an Israeli to invoke his
belief in an ancient covenant between God and Abraham to justify
bulldozing the home and seizing the land of a Palestinian farmer.

The 1998 Good Friday Agreement, which proposes a political
framework for a resolution to the conflict in Ireland, and which was
overwhelmingly endorsed in referendums, sets out two principles
from which Palestinians and Israelis could learn. First “[i]t is
recognized that victims have a right to remember as well as to
contribute to a changed society.” Second, whatever political
arrangements are freely and democratically chosen for the
governance of Northern Ireland, the power of the government “shall
be exercised with rigorous impartiality on behalf of all the people in
the diversity of their identities and traditions and shall be founded on
the principles of full respect for, and equality of civil, political,
social, and cultural rights, of freedom from discrimination for all
citizens, and of parity of esteem and of just and equal treatment for
the identity, ethos, and aspirations of both communities.” Northern
Ireland is still a long way from achieving this ideal, but life has
vastly improved since the worst days of “the Troubles” and it is a
paradise on earth compared to Palestine/Israel.

The principles of the Good Friday Agreement strike me as
particularly powerful. Changing society does not require us to forget
or revise the past, and living together does not require us to abandon
our identity, culture, and history, even in the context of a bitter and
bloody ethnic conflict. To apply these principles to the present



situation, suppose that for the sake of argument 1 accept the official
history propagated by Israel that the Zionist movement came in
peace and that injustice was only perpetrated by Arabs against Jews.
Suppose I accept the argument that in 1947 Palestinians rejected a
generous UN partition plan that would have given them a state in 45
percent of their own country, and granted 55 percent to the Jewish
minority, most of which had recently arrived from Europe—a plan
that in hindsight they should have embraced. How does that help me
deal with the fact that today approximately five million Jews and
five million Palestinians live in that same country, the vast majority
of whom were born after 1948? Should the supposed sins of the
Palestinian fathers be visited on their children for generations to
come? And if I take the view that Israel’s Zionist founders intended
only harm to the native population in whose country they came to
establish a Jewish state, what then shall I do with their five million
Jewish descendants? The fact is that today there are two
communities who have a right to life, freedom, and absolute equality
no matter what happened in the past or continues to happen in the
present. If we start from this premise, reconciliation becomes
conceivable, even possible.

It is a simple idea, but one that is painfully hard to implement, as
the experience in Northern Ireland certainly demonstrates, because it
means that some people with power will lose it and some without
power will gain it. But it is also the fundamental principle behind the
postapartheid dispensation in South Africa. After decades of the
cruelty of apartheid and centuries of colonial exploitation, the people
of that country, black and white, chose truth and reconciliation as the
way forward. But the choice was not inevitable. The white
government could have decided to use its overwhelming military
resources to preserve its power for perhaps five, ten, or twenty more
years. Black South Africans could have supported leaders who
favored revenge instead of reconciliation. All of this might have led
to millions of deaths and reduced the country to an ungovernable
failed state of warring enclaves. At some point, some critical number
of white South Africans, under intense internal and external
pressure, realized that giving up power was the best way to secure
their future, and that the possibility of an inclusive democracy
offered the best guarantee of legitimacy, recognition, and inclusion
as an integral part of South African society. It was crucial that the
African National Congress, led by Nelson Mandela, was able to
resist the Apartheid regime while at the same time appealing to the
humanity of white South Africans, and convincing them that they
had a place in the future.



My father spent nearly four decades as a diplomat working for
peace. He believed in a two-state solution, one state for Israelis and
one for Palestinians, based on UN resolutions. When he was
Jordanian ambassador in Brussels, I often listened from behind the
door as he briefed and argued with other ambassadors, politicians,
and members of parliament, and I too became convinced that such a
solution—while it did not mean justice for Palestinians—would
nevertheless be a path to peace. Palestinians would not become
Zionists, but they would accept the reality of the Jewish state and
endeavor to live with it.

When the PLO formally recognized Israel within its
internationally acknowledged borders and agreed to a two-state
solution in 1993, like most Palestinians, I swallowed hard and
accepted it. We believed that this unprecedented historic
compromise, though bitter, was necessary. Those who rejected the
creation of a state limited to the West Bank and Gaza Strip—a mere
22 percent of the country in which Palestinians were an
overwhelming majority just forty-five years earlier—were relegated
to the margins of the Palestinian movement.

Israel gave the world the impression it would agree to a
Palestinian state and that it was only a matter of working out the
technical formalities. But more than a decade later, Israel has still
never fully recognized the Palestinian right to statehood, never
committed to fully withdraw from the occupied territories, much less
agreed to the creation of a truly independent and sovereign Palestine.
On the contrary, in practice it has done everything to make the
emergence of such a state impossible, by doubling the number of
settlers in the occupied territories. Hundreds of thousands of Israeli
Jews would need to be shifted from their current homes to reach an
outcome that a minimum of Palestinians could agree to. Instead,
Israel moved toward “unilateral disengagement”—essentially the
nonnegotiated imposition of final borders—key elements of which,
the isolation of Gaza and the construction of the separation wall in
the West Bank, are experienced by Palestinians as apartheid.

Additionally, intense international focus on creating a Palestinian
state in the occupied territories has obscured the existence of two
important groups of Palestinians without whom there cannot be an
end to the conflict. One is the citizens of Israel of Palestinian origin,
who currently form 20 percent of the Israeli population, about 1.35
million Palestinians. The other group is the Palestinian refugees and
exiles, who number more than 4 million. The creation of a
Palestinian state even in all of the West Bank and Gaza Strip cannot



resolve Israel’s conflict with these two groups, who together
constitute more than half of all Palestinians. The wrongs done to the
Palestinian refugees and exiles cannot be redressed only through the
creation of a Palestinian state. They are unlikely to forget about their
homes and agree to resettle elsewhere with a new identity. While
that would make life convenient for some, ending the conflict means
dealing with the refugees as partners with a stake in a fair and
sustainable resolution.

Given the current state of affairs, we are further away from
achieving a two-state solution than ever. An increasing number of
Palestinians, including some representatives of the Palestinian
Authority, have thus started to talk once again about binationalism—
the creation of a single democratic state for Israelis and Palestinians
—as the only viable solution. While polls show that a majority of
Palestinians support a two-state solution, their view shifts when they
are given a choice only between the cantonization now being
imposed and a single state shared with Israeli Jews. To Israelis,
though, the idea is simply horrifying, a plot to destroy Israel: Most
believe that only a monopoly on power in a democratic Jewish state
with a Jewish majority can guarantee their safety.

Israel’s “right” to be a Jewish state with a Jewish majority might
be justifiable in the abstract, but cannot be implemented in practice
without abandoning the most elementary democratic and human
rights principles. If Israel truly had been established in a “land
without a people,” as traditional Zionist historiography holds, then
its organization would be no one else’s business, the concern only of
the people who lived there.
But this was never the case. When a large non-Jewish population is
not only present but indigenous, then Israel’s right to a Jewish
majority can be enforced only at the expense of the rights and basic
existence of that population. In recent years, Israel has tried to delay
the explosion of what it considers to be a “demographic time
bomb”—a burgeoning Palestinian population combined with a
decline in Jewish immigration—with policies that include
encouraging immigration and discriminatory marriage and
citizenship laws. Some parties have openly espoused “solutions”
ranging from limiting the number of children that non-Jews are
permitted to have to outright expulsion of the Palestinian
population.7 Both of these positions have gained in popularity, even
though imposing reproductive limits on certain populations for
political or ideological reasons and expelling undesired ethnic
groups fall far outside the accepted norms of human morality and are



universally condemned as crimes against humanity. The majority
have responded to the demographic “time bomb” by endorsing
unilateral separation, with its apartheid walls and regulations.

Israelis have been told for decades by their leaders that only an
exclusive, Jewish-controlled enclave can guarantee their survival,
and anything that threatens its existence in its present form threatens
their very lives. But by maintaining this enclave at the expense of
Palestinians, Israel has created many enemies. Palestinians too have
committed acts that have only deepened Israeli hostility. At the same
time, Palestinian nationalism, like the Zionism to which it is a
response, is too narrow to accommodate the present reality of two
deeply intertwined populations living on a small piece of land.

I believe that the majority of Israelis, even if they are alarmed by
the logic of the “demographic threat” and persuaded by odious racist
solutions like the marriage law or the disengagement plan, do aspire
to progressive values, but these are not expressed in the state’s
actions. One can read the opinion polls showing growing Israeli
support for expelling the Palestinians as a sign of implacable hatred,
or one can interpret them as expressions of tear and desperation at
the lack of any alternative to the failure thus far of the two-state
solution.

In such a hopeless situation, clinging to the prospect of peace
through a two-state solution becomes a valuable placebo against a
painful reality, even if no serious effort is made to implement it. My
father often tells the story of the caliph ’Umar ibn al-Khattab, who
came across an impoverished woman with no food to feed her
children, so she placed rocks in a pot of boiling water and stirred
them constantly over the fire. Each time her children asked when the
soup will be ready, she soothed them saying, “Soon, soon.” The idea
is that it is more bearable to live with the hope that one will eat than
with the certainty that one will starve to death. The proliferation of
peace plans and promises for a Palestinian state serve the same
purpose, at best. At worst, they form a stage on which opportunists
may strut around as peacemakers, knowing that their efforts will
come to naught because they are unwilling to pav the political price
of success. Anyone peering into the pot must see that if we keep
stirring these rocks, we will die. We have to get up and look for
something else. As the prospect of two states that will bring
normality becomes increasingly faint, we are left only with
hopelessness, hatred, extremist policies, and the prospect of endless,
escalating violence as Israel tries to defend an unworkable dream
against relentless reality.



Despite everything I know about the present state of affairs, I
believe Israelis and Palestinians can live together in one country that
they consider to be equally and simultaneously a Jewish state and a
Palestinian state. This country will belong to all the people who live
in it. It will provide a place for each of its communities to fulfill its
national, cultural, and spiritual aspirations and needs. This country
will take the best ideas and practices from successful multiethnic
democracies like Belgium, India, Switzerland, Canada, and South
Africa.

The time has come for an entirely different approach that starts
from the premise that Israelis and Palestinians have equal rights. A
perspective of equal rights leads inevitably to the conclusion that
preserving a Jewish majority cannot be the goal of the peace process.
Rather, the goal must be based on terms similar to those in the Good
Friday Agreement. In practice, this means abandoning the quest for
discrete ethnic-national states and looking for a model that allows
both communities self-determination within a democracy.

My mother, God bless her, is still young and healthy and
beautiful, but a day will come when there are no Palestinians left
with a memory of peaceful coexistence between Jews and Arabs in
Palestine before the creation of Israel. That memory is the key to a
new future. Israelis and Palestinians need to withdraw from the dead
end they have created, and they need help to do so, and they need to
help each other. Many Israelis, and their American Jewish
supporters, are driven by genuine, visceral fear but they need to
listen to the few but powerful fig-
ures within and the many more without who understand that the
current path leads to hell. Palestinians need to refocus efforts to
build a broad campaign based on universal principles, one that
protests repressive Israeli policies and mobilizes the worldwide
support their cause does in fact enjoy. At the same time, they must
reach out to Israelis with an inclusive vision of future reconciliation
based on real equalitv.

The question here, then, is whether we can conceive of an
alternative that leads us out of our current impasse, one that
addresses the fears and needs of Israeli Jews, preserves their identity,
and allows their community to flourish, while restoring to the
Palestinians the rights they have been denied for so long. I believe
there is a way forward that offers a real, tangible path to a future, to
the creation of a normal country for Palestinians and Israelis. As
difficult as it is to imagine these two peoples uniting to form a



democratic state that includes and protects both, this is exactly what
we need to do.

As I finished writing this book, Israel was engaged in a new war
in Lebanon. Hundreds of thousands of Lebanese civilians were
forced from their homes, and hundreds of children were among the
civilians killed in the massive Israeli bombardment of Lebanese
cities. Under barrages of retaliatory missiles fired from Lebanon,
Israelis spoke of a sense of vulnerability they had not experienced in
decades. This war, however it ends, will only harden the feelings
that have brought us to this point: Israel as a “Jewish state”
maintained at the expense of Palestinians and other Arabs enjoys
less acceptance and faces stiffer resistance among peoples of the
region than ever, while Israeli Jews increasingly believe that only
overwhelming military can guarantee their survival. When the
smoke clears, we will again see clearly that this war, like those
before it, is a direct consequence of the unresolved conflict between
Israelis and Palestinians, one to which there can be no solution based
on force.

I believe that despite heightened emotions and greater bitterness
on all sides, the discussion this book seeks to widen is more urgent
than ever and its conclusion only more valid: one state for both
peoples. For the many who doubt this is possible, I ask you only to
walk with me a little, to give it your consideration.
CHAPTER ONE

An Impossible Partition

UK foreign secretary Jack Straw stood at the dispatch box in a
packed House of Commons. After parrying members’ questions on
the intricacies of European Union (EU) budgetary reform and sugar
subsidies, he became more ebullient when debate turned to the
Middle East peace process. He commended Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon for his “courage” in pulling Israeli settlers out of Gaza and
declared, “I am more hopeful about the prospects for a lasting peace



between Israel and the Palestinians than I have been at any time in
the past four and a half years.” Straw boomed, “I believe that
gradually both sides have recognized that the only future for
Palestinians and Israelis lies in peace and in two states.”1 Straw
could have learned something from those who had stood at the
dispatch box before him. It was the British government after all, one
still flush with colonial territories, that had in the 1930s first given
its official imprimatur to partition as the solution to the conflict
between Jews and Arabs in Palestine. Partition failed then, as it is
failing again today, as it has tailed every time it has been seriously
proposed, always for the same reason: There is no workable partition
that is acceptable to a majority of Israelis and Palestinians.

Partition of Palestine into one homeland for Jews and another for
Arabs was first endorsed as a government plan in 1937. That year,
the Palestine Royal Commission, headed by Lord Peel, formed after
disturbances in Palestine and the outbreak of the Arab revolt,
proposed to divide the country into two states, with the British
retaining control of Jerusalem and a corridor leading to the port of
Jaffa. The proposed Jewish state would include all of the Galilee in
the north and the coastal plain down to the south of Tel Aviv. The
Arab state would comprise all the rest of the country. Even with this
plan, expectations of settling on a fair border between the two
entities were low. “No frontier can be drawn,” the report warned,
“which separates all Arabs and Arab-owned land from all Jews and
Jewish-owned land.” The problem was the Arabs, or more
specifically, the quantity of them: There were simply too many.
While the area allocated for the Arab state would have contained
only 1,250 Jews, the Jewish state would have contained more than a
quarter of a million Arabs. “It is the far greater number of Arabs
who constitute the major problem,” the report concluded. Because it
was impossible to construct a viable Jewish state given these facts,
the Peel Commission recommended solving the demographic
“problem” through the removal, ‘‘voluntary or otherwise,” of all
Arabs from the proposed Jewish state not just to other parts of
Palestine, but even across the frontier to Transjordan (modern-day
Jordan), a solution that today would properly be called ethnic
cleansing.2

A year after its release, the Woodhead Commission scuttled the
Peel plan because it found that, at a minimum, the proposed
Jewish state would have an Arab population of 49 percent. The
commissioners could not agree on any other partition scheme, and
one member concluded that no form of partition was practicable? In



1939, the British government issued a new White Paper on Palestine
that also reversed the Peel Commission’s key findings. Instead of
partition, it endorsed a unitary state in which Arabs and Jews would
have equal rights.

The next serious proposal for partition, and the most detailed,
came almost a decade later. Toward the end of British rule in
Palestine, granted by a League of Nations mandate, the British were
losing control of the population and so handed the problem to the
newly formed United Nations. In 1947, the United Nations Special
Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP), composed of representatives of
eleven states, recommended the partition of the country into
independent Jewish and Arab states. A majority of the countries in
UNSCOP (Canada, Czechoslovakia, Guatemala, Netherlands, Peru,
Sweden, and Uruguay) voted for partition, while the minority (India,
Iran, and Yugoslavia) proposed a single, federal binational state.
Australia abstained. On November 29, 1947, the UN General
Assembly accepted the UNSCOP majority recommendation,
Resolution 181, by a vote of 33—13 with 10 abstentions.
Mainstream Zionist leaders endorsed the plan, but most did so “with
a heavy heart” out of opposition to the idea of a Palestinian state and
a desire for control over a greater area of territory? David Ben-
Gurion, in his testimony to UNSCOP, had argued against partition
because he believed that the entire country should be given to the
Jews. He urged postponement of any decision until the Jews, by
encouraging immigration, could become the majority and thus take
control of all the country.5 Nevertheless once the plan was passed by
the General Assembly, Zionist leaders hailed it as a major diplomatic
achievement, and there was widespread celebration in the Jewish
community in Palestine and among Zionist supporters around the
world.

While international opinion was coalescing around UN plans for
partition, the voices of those who would be most affected—
Palestinians—had little bearing on the deliberations. Arab leaders in
Palestine and Arab states rejected the UN plan. They had proposed
to UNSCOP that Palestine be given its independence as a unitary
state, that there be a constituent assembly made of Arabs and Jews,
that Jews participate fully in its government under proportional
representation, and that Jewish immigration be curbed to prevent a
Jewish takeover and the loss of the “Arab character” of Palestine.6
Even today, Palestinian speakers, including myself, are often
challenged with the claim that had the Palestinians only accepted the
UN plan they would by now have enjoyed their freedom and



independence for nearly sixty years. But such twenty-twenty
hindsight does little to illuminate the reality Palestinians faced. My
father, who was twelve years old at the time, remembers that even in
his small, rural village there was lively concern over the UNSCOP
partition plan. Palestinians were universally against partition for two
reasons. He explains: “First, they thought, you don’t partition what’s
yours. They didn’t see their rights to Palestine as disputable, so they
did not see partition as a reasonable compromise. And also we knew
—even as little children—and I remember talking about it, that if the
Jews accepted partition it would only be as a foothold for taking the
rest of Palestine later/’ Palestinians simply didn’t see why towns and
villages a short distance away and to which they had deep ties
should suddenly, by the decree of a distant body, be placed out of
their reach behind international borders. It was simply
inconceivable. Palestinians were being given hardly anything in the
partition; they were losing more than half their country.

Even if people could have been brought to see partition as
reasonable in theory, the terms proposed by UNSCOP added insult
to injury. In 1947, there were 1,293,000 Arab Palestinians—
Muslims and Christians—and 608,000 Jews in the country. Although
Jews were one-third of the population, most had arrived only
recently after fleeing the horrors of World War II, and Zionist efforts
to buy up the country had met with some resistance. The result was
Jews owned about 6 percent of the land.7 Nevertheless, the partition
resolution proposed to give Jews 55 percent of the country. The
Palestinians, who were two-thirds of the population and owned the
vast majority of the land, which they had been working for
generations, were to make do with less than half of the country.
Jerusalem would be declared an international zone. An example of
the inequity in this is UNSCOP’s decision that “the Jews will have
the more economically developed part of the country embracing
practically the whole of the citrus-producing area which includes a
large number of Arab producers.”8

As the Peel Commission had found a decade earlier, a truly
workable partition was impossible: Both of the proposed states were
each to be broken into three awkwardly separated sections, while the
Jewish and Arab blocs would be untidily intertwined. The Jewish
state proposed by UNSCOP would have contained 498,000 Jews,
but also 407,000 Arabs (not including 90,000 nomadic Bedouins)—
nearly half of the population— raising fears among Palestinians that
the Arabs whose homes were inside the designated Jewish areas
might be forcibly removed as the Peel Commission had



recommended. The proposed Arab state would have contained
725,000 Palestinians and just 10,000 Jews, while there would be
roughly 105,000 nonJews and 100,000 Jews in the Jerusalem
international zone.9

Reading the UN records and debates, it is clear that the UNSCOP
plan was adopted with misgivings and with recognition of at least
some of its shortcomings, but what animated its strongest proponents
was sympathy with Zionist claims for undivided Jewish sovereignty
over a substantial part, if not all, of Palestine and a desire to solve
the problem of Jewish refugees that had been created by Germany’s
extermination of millions of European Jews. Even for those who saw
the issues of Jewish refugees in Europe and the question of Palestine
as distinct, the plan had the attraction of appearing to be final. The
UNSCOP majority recognized that “partition has been strongly
opposed by Arabs, but it is felt that opposition would be lessened by
a solution which definitely fixes the extent of territory to be allotted
to the Jews with its implicit limitation on immigration. The fact that
the solution carries the sanction of the United Nations involves a
finality which should allay Arab fears of further expansion of the
Jewish State.”10 Just like the Peel Commission, the UNSCOP
majority believed that partition, though far from perfect, offered the
chance of eventual peace.

The UN partition plan was never implemented. Fighting between
Jews and Arabs broke out the day after its approval.
Arab protestors attacked Jewish areas, and within weeks the
Haganah, the Jewish military, began well-planned operations to
conquer territory well beyond that which the partition resolution
granted. The war of 1947—48 resulted in the partition of Palestine
by force, rather than agreement, leaving 78 percent of the territory in
Israeli hands, with the remaining 22 percent— East Jerusalem, the
West Bank and Gaza Strip—under Jordanian and Egyptian rule
respectively. Fewer than 180,000 Palestinians remained behind in
the newly declared State of Israel, while between 700,000 and
900,000 were displaced to the West Bank and Gaza Strip or became
refugees in surrounding countries.

There was little more talk of partition and a separate Palestinian
state until after the war in 1967 when Israel militarily occupied East
Jerusalem, the West Bank, Gaza Strip, Syria’s Golan Heights, and
Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula. The UN Security Council adopted
Resolution 242, which remains the basis of the current consensus for
a solution. Resolution 242 emphasizes “the inadmissibility of the
acquisition of territory by war and the need to work for a just and



lasting peace in which every State in the area can live in security”—
what has come to be known in shorthand as the “land for peace”
formula. In exchange for Israeli withdrawal from the occupied
territories, Arab states would recognize Israel, sign peace
agreements, and establish normal relations. It was many years before
either Israel or the Palestinian national movement was prepared to
say it accepted this principle.

With the signing of the 1993 Oslo Accords, the Palestinian
leadership recognized Israel explicitly and limited its demands to the
creation of a Palestinian state only in the West Bank and
Gaza, an enormous compromise given that these lands constitute just
a fifth of the whole country in which Palestinians had been the
overwhelming majority. The accords also affirmed the general terms
of limited Palestinian self-rule in Gaza and the West Bank. But
Israelis and Palestinians deferred all decisions on so-called final
status issues, including defining borders, the fate of settlements,
Jerusalem, and refugees. At the time, it was impossible to narrow the
vast gaps between the two sides. Various “confidence-building
measures” were supposed to set the stage for agreement later on.
Unfortunately, confidence only sank as developments on the ground
made the unbridgeable gaps of 1993 even wider.
Months after the 1967 war, Israel began moving settlers into the
West Bank and Gaza Strip in direct violation of the Fourth Geneva
Convention, which states that an “Occupying Power shall not deport
or transfer parts of its own civilian population into the territory it
occupies.” This policy was for decades implemented by both Labor-
and Likud-led governments. It was an explicit attempt by successive
Israeli governments to change the demographic and geographic
realities in the occupied territories, and ultimately force the world to
accept permanent Israeli control over them as a fait accompli. The
ambition was expanded in 1977 when Ariel Sharon, newly appointed
agriculture minister, set in motion a plan to settle two million Jews
in the occupied territories by the end of the twentieth century,
including settlements in Syria’s Golan Heights and in Egypt’s Sinai
Peninsula (which was returned as part of Israel’s peace treaty with
Egypt).11 Sharon and his associates planned what they called a
“demographic transformation” that would result in a Jewish majority
across the 1967 border. Mattiyahu Drobles, co-chairman of the
Jewish Agency’s Settlement Department, responsible for
implementation of the plan, explained in May 1979: “[T]he state of
Israel must for political and other reasons, develop the entire region
of Judea and Samaria;12 and if in five years’ time, 100,000 Jews will



not live in this region, I doubt that we will have a right to this region.
If Jews will live in Judea and Samaria it will be ours; if they will not
live there, it will not.”13

Drobles asserted that the settlements should be strategically
positioned in “the areas between and around the centers occupied
by” Palestinians “to reduce to a minimum the danger of an
additional Arab state being established in these territories. Being cut
off by Jewish settlements, the minority population will find it
difficult to form a territorial and political continuity.”14 His use of
the word “minorities” to describe the Palestinians, even though they
were and still are the overwhelming majority in the areas targeted by
this program, was more a reference to intention rather than an
acknowledgment of truth.

Although Israel had not met the goal of outnumbering
Palestinians in the West Bank, the results of the settlement effort are
impressive by any standard and have created—as planners intended
—an irreversible reality. By constructing settlements, as well as an
extensive road network connecting them to Israeli cities, Israel has
fragmented contiguous Palestinian territory into dozens of isolated
patches in which the vast majority of Palestinians are corralled.
Their freedom of movement is restricted by walls, fences, and army
checkpoints that turn the simplest excursion into an arduous
expedition that may require detours of hours, if it is achievable at all.

In the two decades from 1972 to 1993, Israel increased the
number of settlers in the West Bank, not including Jerusalem, from
800 to 111,600. In the following ten years—which roughly coincided
with the Oslo peace process—the number increased at twice the rate,
exceeding 234,000 by 2004.15 In East Jerusalem, the settler
population jumped from 124,400 in 1992 to almost 176,000 in
2002.16 Overall, the settler population now exceeds 400,000. The
settlements and their attendant infrastructure and Jewish-only
connecting highways control 42 percent of the West Bank, according
to Israel’s human rights organization B’Tselem.17

The colonization program has affected every part of the West
Bank and Gaza, but has been particularly focused on Jerusalem.
After the 1967 war, Prime Minister Golda Meir instructed her
officials to strictly limit the Arab percentage of the city’s population
to no more than 28.8 percent in order to bolster Israel’s claim to
sovereignty over the conquered city.18 Israel expropriated massive
tracts of Palestinian-owned land. According to Amir Cheshin and
Avi Melamed, successive advisers to Israeli-imposed Jerusalem



mayors Teddy Kollek and Ehud Olmert, the intention of the policy
has been “rapidly to increase the Jewish population in East
Jerusalem” and “to hinder the growth of the Arab population and to
force Arab residents to make their homes elsewhere,” often under
the banal guise of urban planning.”1’1 A standard Israeli method for
trying to force the growing Palestinian population out of the city was
by systematically denying it building permits. In some
neighborhoods it was illegal for Palestinians to build a single home
even though ample space existed for them to do so.20 These policies
of demographic gerrymandering and involuntary displacement
continue to be strictly implemented. In mid-2005, for example, Israel
announced that it would destroy eighty-eight homes in the Silwan
area of East Jerusalem, making 1,000 Palestinians homeless. The
rationale for the demolition of the homes Israel declared
“unauthorized” was to create an “archaeological” park on the site
Jews claim as the ancient city of King David. One of the elderly
homeowners, Hashim Jalajil, contemplating the demolition of the
house he was born in seventy-six years previously, protested, “How
can they build a garden for a man who died thousands of years ago?
What, is King David going to come here and drink coffee? I now
have 50 people to look after, aged from 2 to 51 years old. Where are
we going to go?”21 After international criticism, the municipality put
the demolitions on hold but did not cancel the plan. Palestinians in
East Jerusalem, where Israeli authorities demolished two hundred
other homes in 2004—5, making 600 Palestinians homeless,22

feared this was simply a temporary reprieve that would be lifted
once the furor died down.

As thousands of journalists descended on the Gaza Strip in
August 2005 to broadcast the scenes of Jewish settlers being dragged
away by unarmed Israeli soldiers, many commentators hoped that
the much-vaunted “disengagement” demonstrated that the facts on
the ground created by Israel since 1967 are indeed reversible. As
traumatic as the pullout was for Israelis, they argued, it broke an
important taboo. Many Israeli leftists who once demonized Ariel
Sharon enthusiastically embraced him, believing that he was the
Israeli De Gaulle who would begin to reverse the colonization he
had devoted his political life to masterminding.

Ghassan Khatib, then Palestinian Authority minister of labor,
lamented in the run-up to the Gaza settler pullout that “while talking
about vacating settlements with less than 2,000 housing units in
Gaza, Israel has been busy constructing, this year alone, something
like 6,400 housing units in illegal settlements in the West Bank,



mostly centered on Jerusalem.”23 Many Palestinians, like Khatib,
suspected that the Gaza plan was just a smokescreen for intensified
colonization in the West Bank. Prior to the supposed disengagement,
it was fair to counter such skepticism by arguing that politically
speaking, it was as much as any Israeli leader could do to take eight
thousand settlers out of Gaza. To place additional pressure on Israel
before the Gaza withdrawal would have been futile and possibly
counterproductive. The time to test Israel’s intentions and those of
the international community was after completion of the settler
pullout.

Within weeks, Israeli authorities announced plans for thousands
of new settler homes all across the West Bank, including 3,500 as
part of E-l, a program to expand Ma’ale Adumim, already the largest
settlement. When completed, E-l will permanently break the north-
south contiguity of the West Bank. Michael Tarazi, then legal
adviser to the Palestinian Authority’s minister for Jerusalem affairs,
protested that the land slated for E-l constituted “the last
undeveloped area that provides access for Palestinians in east
Jerusalem to the rest of the occupied territories,” while Dror Etkes, a
settlement expert with the group Peace Now, said that building in E-l
“is tantamount to standing over the roadmap,” the internationally
endorsed peace plan leading to a two-state solution, “and pissing on
it.” Nevertheless, then—deputy prime minister Ehud Olmert
affirmed that nothing would deter Israel from completing the homes,
bringing a further twenty thousand settlers into the West Bank.24 On
October 18, 2005, just weeks after the Gaza disengagement
euphoria, the Guardian reported that:

new building on Jewish settlements during the first quarter of this
year rose by 83% on the same period in 2004. About 4,000
homes are under construction in Israel’s West Bank colonies,
with thousands more homes approved in the Ariel and Ma’ale
Adumim blocks that penetrate deep into the occupied territories.
The total number of settlers has risen again this year with an
estimated 14,000 moving to the West Bank, compared with 8,500
forced to leave Gaza.

Israel is also continuing to expand the amount of territory it
intends to retain. In July alone, it seized more land in the West
Bank than it surrendered in Gaza: it withdrew from about 19
square miles of territory while sealing off 23 square miles of the
West Bank around Ma’ale Adumim.

Israel has always claimed that the ever-tighter sieges, closures, and
checkpoints that cripple Palestinian movement within the occupied



territories are necessary for “security,” particularly against potential
Palestinian suicide attacks in Israeli cities. Yet the system of wide-
scale closures was instituted in 1991, three years before the first-ever
suicide attack inside Israel.25 Since the first Oslo accord was signed
in 1993, ostensibly instituting greater Palestinian autonomy, dozens
of Israeli military checkpoints and hundreds of unmanned
roadblocks have sprouted between Palestinian towns and cities,
choking that autonomy. The number of physical obstacles to
Palestinian movement placed by the Israeli army in the West Bank
stood at 376 in August 2005 and rose to 471 in January 2006—a 25
percent increase in the six months after the Gaza disengagement.26

Many of the manned checkpoints have evolved into vast, permanent
structures. The construction of a new multimillion-dollar Israeli
border police terminal at Qalandia in the West Bank, between
Ramallah and East Jerusalem, prompted one Palestinian to lament
that soon “the seemingly innocuous-sounding words ‘checkpoint’
and ‘roadblock’ will be transformed into a respectable, legitimate-
looking border crossing, a fact on the ground as solid as the long
concrete wall it faces.”27

Israel’s separation wall snakes for hundreds of kilometers
through the West Bank, slicing streets down the middle, dividing
villages, cutting families off from each other, students from their
schools, doctors and patients from hospitals, and farmers from their
crops. John Dugard, a South African lawyer and former member of
that country’s postapartheid Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
wrote in his capacity as the United Nations Special Rapporteur on
human rights in the occupied territories that the impact of the wall
and “the restrictions on freedom of movement imposed by the Israeli
authorities on Palestinians resemble the notorious ‘pass laws’ of
apartheid South Africa and in some respects went far beyond them
since the apartheid regime never had roads reserved for whites.” He
points out that “[m]any roads in the West Bank are set aside for
the exclusive use of Jewish settlers.”28 One farmer, Sharif Omar of
Jayyous in the West Bank, explained the impact of the wall on his
family in Simone Bitton’s film Wall (2005):

I have four daughters and three sons. All of them have university
degrees, praise be to God, thanks to the income from my land.
Today, I fear the Israelis will take my land away. I have 2,700
[fruit and olive] trees on the other side of the wall.

Like millions of other Palestinians in the West Bank, Omar is unable
to cross the wall except through gates that are few and far between,



and which are rarely and irregularly opened by the army. Omar
echoed the view of many Palestinians when he observed:

The Israeli army claims that the wall will guarantee the security
of both peoples. I cannot see how they plan to bring security to
both peoples when they are not building on the Green Line [1967
border], which we see as a political boundary. They push the wall
six kilometers into Jayyous. How can this provide security? They
dig 28 meters from our homes and they say the wall is supposed
“to prevent the touch between the two peoples.” We were six
kilometers away and now we are 28 meters away! It’s a big lie.
The truth is they want to expropriate our land. It is an indirect
way to try to get us to abandon our villages. How? Because if
they take our land and leave us with nothing to make a living, to
feed our children and
grandchildren, we will have to leave to look for work elsewhere.
In practice, it is an expulsion operation in disguise, so that the
world can continue to praise Israel or be silent and treat us like
terrorists.

Peace Now confirmed Omar’s fears when it reported that “the main
building effort in the Jewish settlements in the West Bank is now
focused on the area between the Green Line and the separation
fence, and it is aimed at turning the fence into Israel’s permanent
border.”2” The UN and human rights organizations have estimated
that up to 800,000 Palestinians will be directly and adversely
affected by the wall. The International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruled
the wall illegal in July 2004 chiefly because it recognized that “the
construction of the wall and its associated regime create a fait
accompli on the ground that could well become permanent, in which
case,… [it] would be tantamount to de facto annexation” of vast
areas of Palestinian land.30 The accumulated result of Israel’s
settlement policies, says Israeli anthropologist Jeff Halper, is the
“reconfiguration of the country from two parallel north-south units
—Israel and the West Bank, the basis of the two-state idea—into one
country, integrated east-west,” that simply cannot be partitioned.31

The implications of recognizing that Israel has or is about to
render a two-state solution practically impossible are enormous,
which is perhaps why diplomats continue to exude escapist
optimism about the prospects for peace. Nonetheless, public spin
aside, the ramifications of Israel’s unchecked expansionism are
being noticed. A leaked 2004 secret report by the UK’s Department
for International Development and the Foreign Office



stated, “Without action soon, there is a real danger that facts on the
ground may make a viable two-state solution almost impossible.”32

Given this realization, could any action from the international
community or from within Palestine save the possibility of partition?
Many Palestinian rights activists hailed the 2004 decision by the ICJ
ruling the Israeli wall illegal and ordering its removal as a major
victory. Indeed, the decision, which came in response to a
Palestinian petition, confirmed the international consensus in support
of Palestinian self-determination and Israel’s withdrawal from the
occupied territories, essentially a consensus on a two-state resolution
of the conflict. But this consensus has now been in existence for
decades, and its reaffirmation in the world court seems unlikely to
indicate any serious action by governments to implement it.

Almost twenty-five years before the ICJ issued its verdict, the
UN Security Council, in Resolution 465 (1980), determined “that all
measures taken by Israel to change the physical character,
demographic composition, institutional structure, or status of the
Palestinian and other Arab territories occupied since 1967, including
Jerusalem, or any part thereof, have no legal validity and that Israel’s
policy and practices of settling parts of its population and new
immigrants in those territories constitute a flagrant violation of the
Fourth Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian
Persons in Time of War and also constitute a serious obstruction to
achieving a comprehensive, just and lasting peace in the Middle
East.” The resolution called “upon the Government and people of
Israel to rescind those measures, to dismantle the existing
settlements and in particular to cease, on an urgent basis, the
establishment, construction and planning of settlements,” and called
upon all UN Member States “not to provide Israel with any
assistance to be used specifically in connection with settlements in
the occupied territories.” This resolution was not unique. In
Resolution 476 of 1980, the Security Council reaffirmed “the
overriding necessity to end the prolonged occupation of Arab
territories occupied by Israel since 1967, including Jerusalem,” and
stated its “determination in the event of non-compliance by Israel
with this resolution, to examine practical ways and means in
accordance with relevant provisions of the Charter of the United
Nations to secure the full implementation of this resolution.” What
could be clearer than that? And yet here we are four decades into the
occupation, and never has the United Nations taken a single
’’practical” measure to halt or reverse any of Israel’s ongoing
violations.



Today there is even less willingness by governments to confront
Israel and hold it accountable. The reason that the Palestinians had to
go to the ICJ in the first place—to seek an advisory opinion restating
what had already been said—is that the Security Council will neither
pass new resolutions nor see to it that old yet valid resolutions are
implemented. Not only do the powerful states on the Security
Council block action to enforce Palestinian rights and punish Israeli
violations, but the United States and virtually all the EU countries
opposed the Palestinian decision to take their case to the ICJ.

Some commentators compared the ICJ’s ruling on the West Bank
wall to its 1971 decision that South Africa’s occupation of Namibia
was illegal. That decision was a prelude to international sanctions
against the Pretoria government. Sanctions did not materialize in
response to the court ruling itself, but as a result of broad and active
diplomatic and political campaigns to isolate the apartheid regime.
The question for Palestinians is not whether they have a court
decision or a Security Council resolution upholding their claims—
they have always had that—but whether they have the political clout
to turn these decisions into actions. Over time, international law has
been increasingly marginalized as a basis for resolving the conflict.
Israel has sought to sideline it. The United Nations has now been
pushed aside in favor of the Quartet, an ad hoc body made up of
U.S., Russian, and EU representatives, and the secretary-general of
the UN. Though this group provides a semblance of international
sponsorship for Palestinian-Israeli peacemaking, in practice it has
been dominated by the United States and has placed no check on
Israeli settlement construction.

The resort to the ICJ did confirm the strength of the Palestinians’
legal case, but it also proved just how little political support they
have to get their rights implemented through international bodies.
International law is simply powerless unless the political will exists
to enforce it by compelling an offending country to comply.

♦ ♦ ♦

Aaron Miller, a twenty-five-year veteran of the State Department
and a key official during the failed Camp David summit in July
2000, reflected in 2005 that “[f]or far too long, many American
officials involved in Arab-Israeli peacemaking, myself included,
have acted as Israel’s attorney, catering and coordinating with the
Israelis at the expense of successful peace negotiations.”” Miller’s
mea culpa was not the first such declaration, and like those of other
officials who have said similar things, he waited until he was retired
to speak out—until it made no difference.



For decades, Palestinian leaders pinned their strategy for a
Palestinian state on the hope that the United States would eventually
apply the necessary pressure on Israel to end the occupation and
remove the settlements: Since the United States stands in the way of
international action to force Israel to withdraw from the occupied
territories, then Palestinians ought to try to influence the United
States. How realistic is this strategy?

The first and only time the United States decisively challenged
Israel was after Israel, in concert with Great Britain and France,
invaded Egypt in 1956. The Eisenhower administration forcefully
insisted that the Israeli occupation of Sinai was illegal and under
U.S. pressure Israel pulled out unconditionally. If Eisenhower’s
successors had stuck to his policies, the United States might have
maintained and increased the widespread popularity it enjoyed in the
Arab world in the years after World War II as a country that was
seen to stand for fairness, democracy, and a clean break from the
colonial policies of European powers that had bedeviled the region
for so long.

From Eisenhower’s tough stance in 1956, the erosion of U.S.
support for international law as the basis for peace in the Middle
East was gradual but relentless. U.S. economic, military, and
diplomatic aid to Israel increased dramatically after 1967 as
policymakers saw Israel as an ally in the Cold War. Nevertheless,
from the beginning of the 1967 occupation through the Carter
administration, the United States, like virtually every other
government in the world, viewed the Israeli settlements as illegal?4

During the Reagan and George H. W. Bush administrations, the U.S.
position was softened so that the settlements were described only as
“obstacles to peace.” After the signing of the Oslo Accords,
President Bill Clinton and his officials diluted the position even
further, typically referring to the settlements as merely “unhelpful.”
Under President George W. Bush, the United States has openly
endorsed the settlements.

President Bush made his first major foray into the conflict with a
Rose Garden speech on June 24, 2002. His much anticipated
intervention weighed in at 1,867 words. By my count, more than
1,000 words were devoted to criticizing and making demands of the
Palestinians, while just 137 words dealt with what Israel should do.
There was no criticism of Israeli actions whatsoever. The speech was
so unbalanced that Jerusalem Report editor David Horowitz told
National Public Radio that the Sharon government “might almost
feel that they could have drafted it themselves. Bush entirely



accepted the Israeli view that “terror” alone was the source of the
conflict. In Bush’s conception, it was up to the Palestinians to
“reform” themselves before any demands, no matter how mild,
could be made of Israel.

Given this ominous start, Palestinians were apprehensive when
Bush unveiled his Road Map peace plan in April 2003. But the Road
Map did not confirm their worst fears. Holding out the prospect of
“a final and comprehensive settlement of the Israel-Palestinian
conflict by 2005,” the plan reaffirmed the need to “end the
occupation that began in 1967, based on the foundations of the
Madrid Conference, the principle of land for peace,” and in
accordance with UN resolutions. Phase one of the Quartet-endorsed
Road Map seemed eminently reasonable and if it did not spell out
solutions to all contentious issues, it was still a good place to start.
At the outset, the plan demanded from the Palestinian leadership an
“unequivocal statement reiterating Israel’s right to exist in peace and
security and calling for an immediate and unconditional ceasefire to
end armed activity and all acts of violence against Israelis
anywhere.” Israel was required to issue an “unequivocal statement
affirming its commitments to the two-state vision of an independent,
viable, sovereign Palestinian state living in peace and security
alongside Israel,” and to observe “an immediate end to violence
against Palestinians everywhere.” Simultaneously, Israel was to
freeze all settlement construction including what it claimed was
“natural growth” within the boundaries of alreadv existing
settlements. Yet after launching the Road Map to great international
fanfare and optimism, Bush quickly gutted it of its useful content by
acceding to pressure from Israel and its political allies that all Israeli
actions should be conditioned on prior Palestinian action. Bush made
increasingly strident demands of the Palestinians while Israel’s
obligations were ignored.

A year later, President Bush dropped a bombshell, assuring
Israel that the United States would back its demand that any final
peace settlement would leave the major settlement blocs in Israeli
hands forever. “In light of new realities on the ground, including
already existing major Israeli population centers,” Bush wrote to
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, “it is unrealistic to expect that the
outcome of final status negotiations will be a full and complete
return to the armistice lines” that defined Israel’s borders until the
1967 war.36

Palestinian leaders and observers around the world were deeply
dismayed, and reacted as if Bush’s assurance had been a great



departure from recent U.S. policy. Yes, Bush was abandoning the
core of the Road Map, but it had been the Road Map, with its
uncharacteristic evenhandedness, that had been the short-lived
departure. Bush’s letter to Sharon did little that Bush’s predecessor
had not already done. In a speech to the Israel Policy Forum on
January 7, 2001 in the final weeks of his term, and in writing to
Israeli and Palestinian leaders shortly before he left office, President
Clinton had explicitly endorsed “the incorporation into Israel of
settlement blocks.”37Bush was simply renewing the signal to Israel
that it could predetermine the outcome of any negotiation by
creating new realities on the ground.

Reflecting the solid, bipartisan consensus behind the Bush-
Clinton green light to the settlements, the U.S. House of
Representatives voted 407-9 in June 2004 to endorse Bush’s letter of
assurances. During the 2004 presidential election campaign that
summer, Bush and his Democratic challenger, Senator John Kerry,
clashed on many issues, but not on Palestine-Israel. This is good
politics in America but disastrous policy. Today
Israel remains a taboo subject and any politician who wishes to see
his or her career flourish knows better than to speak outa-gainst its
policies. Hillary Clinton learned that lesson the hard way. Castigated
as first lady for expressing sentiments in favor of a Palestinian state,
she has become one of the leading proIsrael hawks as a U.S. senator
from New York.

The core of support for America’s pro-Israel policies may be
found in communities that are well-organized and highly influential
through national lobbying groups such as the American Israel Public
Affairs Committee (AIPAC), the Anti-Defamation League (ADL),
and countless local counterparts that channel campaign donations to
friendly candidates and punish perceived opponents. The prevailing
views of American Jews are reflected in U.S. policy. While support
for a Palestinian state has consistently grown and was at 56 percent
in 2005, according to the American Jewish Committee’s Annual
Survey ofAmerican Jewish Opinion, only 15 percent of American
Jews believes Israel should withdraw from all the settlements, and
fewer than halt believes Israel should withdraw from any
settlements. Three-fifths of American Jews oppose any compromise
over Jerusalem. Thus there does not appear to be a large
constituency among American Jews to put real pressure on Israel,
especially since leaders of communal organizations and the most
activist Jews tend to be more hard-line. While American Jews have
traditionally supported the Democratic Party, pro-Israel sentiment



has recently taken a much firmer hold in the Republican Party as
Christian fundamentalists have become its active support base.
Religious leaders such as Pat Robertson, who warned President Bush
that any pressure on Israel to relinquish occupied territories would
interfere with “God’s plan,” have become increasingly vocal.38

Some Palestinian Americans believe that their lack of influence
on U.S. policymaking could be redressed by intensified efforts to
emulate pro-Israel lobby groups who have wielded such great
influence on U.S. politicians, and they decry what they see as a lack
of participation by their community. However, the trajectory of
Barack Obama of Illinois is instructive in this regard. In the 2004
elections, Illinois swept Obama, a rising star in the Democratic
Party, into the United States Senate with a stunning 70 percent of the
vote—a rare Democratic gain. He participated in many events in the
Chicago-area Arab community, including a 1998 fund-raiser for an
Arab American community organization where Edward Said was the
keynote speaker.

Obama’s criticism of U.S. policy in the Middle East at private
fund-raisers suggested the emergence of someone who would finally
speak for evenhanded U.S. policies toward Israelis and Palestinians.
Because of these positions, and no less because of his progressive
stances on economic and social justice in the United States, Obama
was the first U.S. politician who inspired me to pull out my
checkbook.

But after Obama’s nationally televised address at the 2004
Democratic National Convention in Boston, everything seemed to
change. Obama became a media darling and the new hope of the
floundering Democratic Party. In the campaign’s final weeks, he
started to sound like a mainstream hawk, proclaiming his support for
tough sanctions and military strikes against Iran if it refused U.S.
demands to give up its nuclear energy program.
Dropping the criticism of Israel, Obama declared that the onus for
peace in the Middle East “is on the Palestinian leadership, which …
must cease violence against Israelis and work to end the incitement
against Israel in the Arab world.”39 His thoughtful analysis had gone
out the window and been replaced by talking points that could have
been written by any of the major pro-Israel lobby groups.

As Obama eased into his role as senator, and was increasingly
tipped as a possible running mate for Hillary Clinton in 2008, his
public statements were at times even more hard-line than those made
by the Bush administration. During a January 2006 visit to Israel, tor



example, he opposed allowing Palestinians in occupied East
Jerusalem to vote in Palestinian Authority legislative elections, even
after the Bush administration urged Israel to allow the election to
proceed.40 So, if a man like Obama will not speak frankly on Israel
for fear that it might cost him political capital, what hope is there for
any change in U.S. policy coming from within? Obama’s politically
expedient about-face and the lack of any real political debate over
U.S. support for Israel suggests that a shift in policy, if not
impossible to achieve through direct participation in electoral
politics, would take decades—and that will simply be too late.

Other sources of diplomatic pressure on Israel seem to offer
equally slim hopes. For many years, Palestinians looked to the
European Union or the United Nations, also members of the Quartet,
to provide an independent counterbalance to U.S. bias toward Israel.
Unfortunately, both bodies have abandoned any attempt to play such
a role. One crucial test came in May 2004, when Israel embarked on
the wide-scale destruction of homes in the Rafah refugee camp in
the Gaza Strip. United Nations relief officials reported that in just
over three weeks, Israeli army bulldozers had leveled 277 houses,
making 3,451 Palestinians homeless.41 Many human rights groups
condemned the demolitions as war crimes, including B’Tselem,
which declared that “such massive destructions of civilian property
are illegal under international humanitarian law,” and that the deaths
of Israeli occupation soldiers “cannot justify the severe harm to
civilians, who were not involved in the hostilities.”42

As the demolitions went on and dozens of Palestinian civilians in
Rafah were killed by Israeli forces, the Quartet’s inaction became
increasingly perplexing and embarrassing. UN secretary-general
Kofi Annan was asked why the Quartet did nothing to stop the
Israeli attacks. He acknowledged, “You would want to see
immediate action by the Quartet… to stop the demolition of the
houses, and that is going to take the kind of action and will and
resources and confrontation that quite frankly, today, I don’t see
anyone in the international community willing to take.”43 After the
demolitions were over, several governments donated millions of
dollars to rebuild many of the destroyed homes. Another stark
example came in July-August 2006 when key actors refused to call
for a ceasefire in the Israeli air assault that killed hundreds of
Lebanese civilians and destroyed their country’s infrastructure. This
silence in the face of Israeli crimes, and willingness to clean up the
mess, follows a pattern and has prompted manv Palestinians to feel
that international aid uncoupled from pressure on the Israelis simply



prolongs, not alleviates, their misery. Palestinian Authority
information consultant and author Ghada Karmi has challenged
donors “to consider that Israel’s occupation of Palestine is set to
continue so long as they remain prepared to underwrite it.”44

Palestinians have unsuccessfully called on the EU, Israel’s largest
trading partner, to take effective action against abuses that European
officials have long recognized and condemned. Under the terms of
its Association Agreement with the EU, Israel benefits from
preferential access to European markets. The trade accord states that
its application “shall be based on respect for human rights and
democratic principles which .. . constitute an essential element of
this agreement.” Yet the EU has never enforced this part of the
agreement.

Ironically, when the EU and other Quartet members did finally
get around to imposing economic sanctions it was against not Israel
but the Palestinians, after Hamas’s victory in general elections in
January 2006. Hamas leaders reflected widespread Palestinian
sentiment when they pointed out that the Quartet operated according
to a double standard, threatening to cut off aid unless Hamas
renounced violence, even though the group had maintained a year-
long truce in the face of continued Israeli assassinations and land
seizures. “America sees with only one eye and hears with only one
ear,” complained Salah Bardawil, Hamas’s leader in the Palestinian
Authority legislative council. “Now we are being asked to recognize
Israel when it is annexing half of the West Bank behind the isolation
wall.”45

The divide between diplomatic rhetoric about the urgent need for
a Palestinian state and diplomatic actions has never been more
pronounced. It often seems that the endless rounds of meetings,
seminars, and conferences by the Quartet, which always reaffirm
support for the two-state solution, are designed to conceal the lack of
political courage to confront the ways Israel has made this very
solution impossible.
Supporters of Israeli policy have been extremely successful in their
arguments that it is Palestinian violence that stands in the way of
peaceful partition. This position, however, ignores several key facts.
The immediate cause of the uprising that broke out in the occupied
territories in September 2000 was Ariel Sharon’s provocative visit to
Muslim holy sites in Jerusalem accompanied by a thousand police.
But the revolt was fueled by deeper Palestinian despair that years of
negotiations and compromises had done nothing to rid them of the
occupation or the ever-growing settlements, as well as by Israel’s



response, which was disproportionately brutal.46 Young Palestinian
militia leaders, having spent their whole lives under Israeli military
rule, had reached the conclusion that armed struggle was once again
the only way to make the cost of the occupation so high that Israel
would have to end it.

Palestinian violence included various forms of resistance against
the Israeli occupation, some legitimate, such as attacks that targetted
Israeli tanks and troops in the Gaza Strip and West Bank, and some
illegitimate, such as suicide bombings against noncombatant
civilians. However, one cannot discount the truth that Palestinian
violence occurs within the context of much greater and more
pervasive Israeli violence. The claim that there is “no moral
equivalency” between the Israeli army’s killing of Palestinians and
the deliberate killing of civilians by
Palestinian bombers rests on the assumption that Israel does all it
can to avoid harm to civilians and that its violence is motivated
purely by self-defense rather than the conquest of land.

Yet it is indisputable that the occupation and the settlements are
maintained solely through the organized and systematic use of
violence. The Israeli settlement project could not proceed without
the use of violence. Imagine the success rate if settlers went
knocking on doors asking Palestinians to kindly step out of their
way. The scale of the violence that the settlements have entailed is
breathtaking. Between 1993 and 2002, Israel forcibly confiscated
240 square kilometers of Palestinian land for settlements and their
infrastructure (an area one and a third times larger than Washington,
DC), destroyed or uprooted an estimated 1,034,852 trees, many of
them fruit-bearing citrus and olive trees essential to the Palestinian
economy and culture, and demolished over 4,000 Palestinian homes,
affecting almost 100,000 people, according to a study by the
Geneva-based Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions (COHRE).47

From any moment you choose to measure, the ratio of unarmed
Palestinian civilians killed by Israel is always far greater than the
number of unarmed Israeli civilians killed by Palestinians.

While there is a mountain of testimony from Israeli, Palestinian,
and international human rights groups and UN officials documenting
Israel’s violence against Palestinians, there is no denying that Israel
has been successful in presenting Palestinian violence as the cause
rather than the effect of its own practices. As long as Israel’s actions
continue, some Palestinians are always likely to fight back. Such
resistance has rendered the settlement effort extremely costly to
Israel, but it has been



unable to stop the confiscation of Palestinian land, and therefore the
attrition of any viable partition plan.

Within Palestinian society there is a constant debate about
whether armed resistance has come at a moral and political price that
is too high for Palestinians and has cost them much-needed allies. A
visit to the occupied territories by Mahatma Gandhi’s grandson,
Arun Gandhi, in September 2004, sparked renewed discussion about
the role of nonviolence in the Palestinian struggle for freedom. In a
speech before the Palestinian Authority legislative council, Gandhi
called upon 50,000 refugees to march back home en masse from
their exile in jordan, forcing the Israelis to choose between yielding
to a wave of people power and gunning the marchers down in cold
blood.

Palestinian Authority president Mahmoud Abbas gained credit in
Western eyes by repeatedly criticizing his own people for “arming
the Intifada” and has called for nonviolent resistance. This appeal
has also been taken up in Israel. Yoe] Esteron, former managing
editor of Haaret^ wondered, “[W]hat would have happened if four
years ago the Palestinians had chosen passive resistance?” Esteron
opined: “It is worth it to them to choose Gandhi’s way. And it is
worth it to us. If the Palestinians stop committing suicide on our
buses, this will be a more effective weapon than explosive belts… .
Ostensibly, the key rests in the hands of the stronger side. Wrong. If
Israel were to lay down its weapons, it would be forced to pick them
up again after a few murderous terror attacks. … The key is in the
Palestinians’ hands.”48

Such arguments assume that in response to nonviolent protest the
Israeli government will change its policies and the
Israeli public will support Palestinian claims resulting in real change.
But much of the broad-based popular intifada of 1987 to 1993 was
characterized by peaceful mass protests, strikes, and civil
disobedience, including the refusal to pay taxes imposed by the
occupation. The first Intifada certainly forced Israelis to realize that
they could not rule indefinitely over millions of disenfranchised
Palestinians, but Israel met this challenge not by laying down its
arms or slowing the construction of new settlements, but with
escalating violence and more settlements. It was this experience that
led many Palestinians to believe that nonviolence was futile and that
Israeli fire could only be fought with more fire.

One of the things that the violence-obsessed media coverage
conceals is that nonviolence is and has always been integral to



Palestinian resistance. The word for it in Arabic is sumud—
steadfastness. When Israeli walls and roadblocks prevent people
from moving, and yet children and old women, workers, students,
mothers each day, every day climb hills and mountains to get where
they need to go, that is sumud. When Israeli occupation forces
uproot trees and farmers replant them, that is sumud. When Israel
uses every administrative and legalistic means to force Palestinian
Jerusalemites to leave the citv for good, but instead they stay, even if
it means being painfully separated from family members in the West
Bank, that is sumud. Millions of Palestinians practice nonviolence
every day, yet this is ignored by the media and by politicians and is
totally invisible to the vast majority of Israelis.

During the Oslo years, a Hamas bombing was far more likely to
bring the region’s leaders rushing to Sharm al-Sheikh for a summit
than the countless protests, strikes, and sit-ins against the growing
settlements or in support of thousands of prisoners. More recently,
Palestinian villages like Biddu and Bil’in that lie in the path of the
separation wall have mounted grassroots nonviolent campaigns to
try to save their land, only to be met with bullets. Many Palestinians,
as well as some international campaigners like Rachel Corrie and
Tom Hurndall, have been killed by the Israeli army during such
peaceful, unarmed actions.

The “oft-heard accusation that the Palestinians have not chosen
civil revolt instead of violence,” observed Ha aretf columnist
Gideon Levy, “ignores the fact that they always encounter a violent
reaction” from Israel no matter what the form of protest.49 Now,
with the restrictions on Palestinian movement, and the high risks of
undertaking nonviolent resistance, the chances of such campaigns
gaining enough momentum to stop the settlement drive and force an
Israeli withdrawal remain negligible.
At the heart of the rarely questioned nostrum that peace will come
through the creation of a Palestinian state alongside Israel lies an
assumption that the country can be partitioned in a way that is
practical and acceptable to a majority on both sides. Some sort of
viable partition exists out there, according to this logic, ready to be
seized if Israeli and Palestinian leaders are sufficiently courageous
and defeat their respective extremists, who are seen as the key
obstacles to reaching the desired goal. This idea, which tends to
dominate political commentary, avoids the central question of
whether it is really possible to separate two deeply intertwined
populations, and whether they really want what separation would
entail. Ongoing diplomatic efforts concentrate exclusively on



whatever latest incident has derailed the train from its journev to the
ever-close but ever-unreachable destination of a mutually acceptable
division of the land.

But both Israeli and Palestinian public opinion reveals how
illusory this idea is. In poll after poll, 60 to 70 percent of Israelis
consistently say that they favor the creation of a Palestinian state and
the dismantling of West Bank settlements if only there were a
suitable Palestinian partner with whom to work. Yet Israelis keep
electing leaders who build ever more settlements. What explains this
puzzling inconsistency? A 2005 survey carried out by Israel’s Dahaf
Institute on behalf of the Palestinian Center for Israel Studies
suggests an answer: It found that only 34 percent of Israeli Jews
would support a full withdrawal to the 1967 border, while 65 percent
opposed it. The reason for the discrepancy in the polls is that most
do not specify the boundaries of this Palestinian state nor assert that
all or even most of the settlements would have to be removed.50

When most Israeli Jews speak of settlements, they think of distant
outposts established by religious zealots. They often exclude from
their definition the largest and most populous colonies like Ma’ale
Adumim, Gilo, and Gush Etzion, which they simply view as
“neighborhoods” or suburbs of Jerusalem. Yet these are the very
settlements that have destroyed the contiguity of the West Bank and
cut Palestinians off from Jerusalem and from each other. According
to Dr. Assad Ghanem, the
Palestinian researcher who commissioned the study, “Only a
minority of Israelis are willing to accept the state that the
Palestinians are talking about, and this fact was only revealed
because we formulated the survey questions from our own
standpoint rather than from the standpoint of Jewish Israeli
pollsters.” Israeli journalist Amira Hass observed that, in the 1990s,
as settlements continued to expand,

the number of Israelis who had a vested interest in the
settlements grew dramatically. In the ’70s and ’80s the numbers
were very small and that’s why Peace Now could come out with a
slogan that was accepted that said that peace is incompatible with
settlements. The 1990s were the opposite. … You have at least
one more million Israelis [who] have family in settlements. The
settlements are something natural. They go and visit and they
drive on roads; they have no idea … on which land the roads
were built. For them it’s as natural as the sunrise. You have an
enormous number of soldiers who defend these settlers so they
grow their affinity with those settlers… . You have an unknown



number of people who are working in the intelligence because
you also have to defend these settlements. They all have family;
all these people know about the settlements and grow to accept it
as a natural thing. You have teachers, you have doctors, you have
all sorts of ministry employees, you have infrastructure workers,
contractors, construction workers. So there is a whole mass of
Israelis which in the years of the so-called peace process were
growing more and more attached to the settlements.51

Israelis and most American Jews polled like the idea of a Palestinian
state, but not if it means actually giving up real control over much of
the occupied territories.

Part of the conventional wisdom of the peace process has been
that Palestinians can be forced to accept the large settlement blocs as
a fait accompli, thus indulging the Israeli unwillingness to give them
up. But fewer than 4 percent of Palestinians in the occupied
territories accept Israeli annexation of the large settlements,
indicating that there is little readiness on either side to agree on a
partition line of any kind.52 Even the most forthcoming Israeli peace
plans envisage removing no more than about 20 percent of the
settlers in the West Bank and fall far short of minimum Palestinian
expectations. Palestinians through years of peace talks have watched
as Israel has used its superior power to take ever more of the land.
They have tried all the possible approaches available to the weaker
side: armed struggle, nonviolent resistance, and appeals for
international intervention. That the two sides might reach voluntary
agreement is unlikely, to say the least, and there seems to be no
constellation of internal or external forces that will push Israel out of
the West Bank against its will.

So where does that leave the two-state solution? The stark reality
is that partition, despite the copious lip-service it receives, has
always been hard to attain; today in the face of Israel’s takeover of
what is left of Palestinian land and the international refusal to
confront it, partition is unachievable.
CHAPTER TWO

“The State of Israel Is
Coming to an End”



In 1996, on my first visit to Jerusalem, I saw for myself the
devastating effects of Mayor Ehud Olmert’s drive to Judaize the
eastern part of the city at the expense of Palestinians. The landscape
of misery and rubble—the remains of demolished Palestinian houses
—so appalled me that I was driven on a fool’s errand to the Israeli
city hall in Jerusalem to confront the mayor with the names of those
Palestinians he had made homeless. I never got past the angry
receptionist, and Olmert, a stalwart of the nationalist right, remained
committed to securing “Greater Israel” through settlement. As two-
term mayor of Jerusalem, he contributed mightily to advance the
expansionist cause.

Hence the profound shock Israelis felt some eight years later
when Olmert, now Sharon’s deputy prime minister, pronounced
himself in favor of withdrawal from parts of the occupied territories.
His logic was clear: “We are approaching the point where more and
more Palestinians will say, ‘There is no place for two states between
the Jordan and the sea. All we want is the right to vote.’ The day
they get it, we will lose everything.” Warning that Israel could not
remain both a Jewish state and a democracy if it held all the
territories, Olmert added, “I shudder to think that liberal Jewish
organizations that shouldered the burden of struggle against
apartheid in South Africa will lead the struggle against us.”1 One
prominent Israeli journalist quipped that the effect of Olmert’s
change of heart was more surprising than “if Dick Cheney came out
for socialism.”2 Stunning though it was, Olmert’s conversion was
only a trial balloon for Sharon and the opening volley in a gambit to
enlist Israelis in a new campaign called “disengagement.” This
opening volley led directly to Sharon’s break with the Likud to
establish, along with senior Labor politicians including Shimon
Peres, Kadima, a party that carried the banner for a new political
consensus.

To most commentators a seismic shift was under way in Israeli
politics, one that might at last herald a two-state solution. However
this shift was hardly prompted by the wish for a viable, independent
Palestinian state alongside Israel. Rather, the embrace of
“disengagement” or “unilateral separation” from the Palestinian
population of the occupied territories was an unambiguous response
to the reality that the “demographic time bomb,” so threatening to
Israeli leaders, was about to go off. The result of “disengagement,” if



implemented along Israeli lines, would in fact be to shred what
remained of a viable Palestinian state.

In August 2005, for the first time since Israel was established,
Jews no longer formed an absolute majority in the territory they
controlled. Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics counted 5.26 million
Jews living in Israel-Palestine and, combined with figures from the
Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics, there were 5.62 million non-
Jews. Within Israel’s 1967 borders there were just under 5 million
Jews alongside 1.35 million Palestinians, 185,000 foreign workers,
and 290,000 classified as “other.” In the West Bank, there were
400,000 Jewish settlers and 2.4 million Palestinians, and another 1.4
million Palestinians in the Gaza Strip. Thus in Israel, the West Bank,
and Gaza Strip combined, the Jewish and Palestinian populations are
statistically equal, with Jews comprising just under half the total
population. Professor Arnon Soffer, chair of geostrategic studies at
the University of Haifa, predicts that by 2020 there will be 6.3
million Jews and 8.8 million Palestinians due to the high Palestinian
birth rate? Sergio Della Pergola, a demographer at the Hebrew
University, notes that even using the lowest possible credible
estimates for the Palestinian population in the occupied territories,
the trends are “incontestable”: Within a few years Palestinians will
form a clear majority?

Israel’s pullout from the Gaza Strip allowed it to “subtract” the
1.4 million Palestinians who live there and claim therefore that the
overall Jewish majority is back up to about 57 percent. Even if we
agree to exclude the Palestinians in Gaza, the disengagement
provides only short-term respite. Soffer warns that, excluding
Palestinians in Gaza, on the basis of current trends the balance
between Jews and Palestinians will be back to 50—50 within two
decades?

Israel’s current tactic of unilateral disengagement or separation is
an attempt to answer this demographic dilemma. It is an effort to
define boundaries for the state that assure a Jewish majority, but
doesn’t involve genuinely giving up control of the occupied
territories; the withdrawal from Gaza, with Israel maintaining its
grip on the borders and its right to military action, demonstrates this
clearly. This supposedly new turn is in fact entirely consistent with
policies in place for decades, despite what appears to be a dramatic
change in Israeli priorities. Soffer has been one of the most
prominent prophets of demographic doom, though he exaggerates
somewhat when he says Israelis have ignored the issue for many
years. In fact, fear ot the “demographic threat” from Palestinians has



been pervasive, lying at the core of Jewish approaches to the conflict
since the birth of the Zionist movement. The initial demographic
conundrum, so clearly seen by the Peel Commission in 1937, was
alleviated in 1948 through the expulsion and flight of the vast
majority of Palestinians from what became the state of Israel.
Between 1948 and 1967, as Jews comprised the overwhelming
majority within Israel’s borders the demographic problem, from
Israel’s perspective, appeared to be solved. However, Israel’s
occupation of East Jerusalem, the West Bank, and the Gaza Strip
meant also ruling over these areas’ Palestinian inhabitants. Now
Israelis had to grapple with what to do with all those people living
on land that Israel began to settle and wanted to keep.

The Labor Party, which dominated Israel’s government until the
late 1970s, hit upon the idea of separating control of the land from
responsibility for the people. In 1976, Yigal Allon, a key figure in
Israeli military and Labor Party history who served in several senior
cabinet posts, articulated a plan under which Israel would annex
Jerusalem and its environs as well as roughly half the occupied West
Bank, including the entire Jordan Valley.6 The plan provided the
security rationale for the establishment, under Labor governments,
of dozens of Israeli settlements in the occupied West Bank to “create
facts” in the areas Allon envisaged annexing.

While pursuing the Allon plan on the ground. Labor Party leaders
like Shimon Peres—who vocally supported the settlements—
searched for solutions that would allow Israel to dump political
responsibility for the Palestinians even as it consolidated its control
of the land. Allon, as hostile as most Israelis were at that time to the
notion of indigenous Palestinian national identity, proposed allowing
Jordan to govern the Palestinians in day-to-day affairs, subject to
overall Israeli control. Although never acceptable to more than a
handful of Palestinians, the “Jordanian option” attracted Israeli
leaders because it seemed to offer a way to allow them to keep the
newly conquered land, prevent the emergence of a Palestinian state
ruled by the dominant PLO, and resolve the political conflict all at
the same time. With the Palestinians under occupation still largely
docile and providing a limitless source of cheap labor to the Israeli
economy, a solution did not seem urgent.

For the first two decades of the occupation, according to Azmi
Bishara, a Palestinian citizen of Israel and member of the Knesset,
Israel’s policy in the occupied territories prior to the first Intifada
“boiled down to two ‘Nos’—no withdrawal and no annexation.”
This allowed Israel to exploit the land and resources without



confronting the dilemma of granting political rights to the people
who lived on it. In 1987 the first “intifada came along and added
another ‘No,’” says Bishara, “no withdrawal, no annexation, but no
status quo.”7 The intifada posed a major challenge particularly to the
Israeli Labor party, largely the parliamentary home of Israel’s left,
which had concluded that outright opposition to any accommodation
with the Palestinians was untenable. Labor politicians, who wished
to project an image of Israel in the mold of a benign Western
European-style social democracy, were embarrassed by international
criticism of the harsh response to Palestinian protests, a response
that revealed the true face of military rule. At the same time, Labor’s
message became increasingly defined by demographic fear-
mongering. Peres led Labor into the 1988 elections warning of the
dangers of the growing Palestinian population, promising, “[W]e
shall rid ourselves of areas densely populated by Arabs.”8 Other
Labor politicians sought to scare voters with the fact that “in Israel
and the territories together, there are more Arabs than Jews in
kindergarten and first grade.”9 With the pressure of the intifada and
demographic reality breathing down their necks, Labor leaders such
as Peres and Yitzhak Rabin began to hint that they might support
some form of a Palestinian state, but without ever referring to
specific borders.

The Israeli right, while not oblivious to the demographic
“problem,” fretted about it less than the left, preferring a tactic of
stretching out political processes to buy time for the setdement
effort. Confident in its ability’ to bring about a demographic
transformation, which, it hoped, would seal Israel’s claim to the
occupied territories, the right absolutely rejected a Palestinian state.
When Likud leader Menachem Begin assumed power in 1977, he
vowed that Israel would never give up its hold on “Judea and
Samaria” and Gaza, but resisted calls from his supporters to annex
the territories outright. Begin knew that incorporation of the large
Palestinian population would be problematic—Israel wouldn’t give
them political rights and equal citizenship, but nor could it rule
perpetually by force. In the 1979 Camp David Accords with Egypt,
Begin contemplated limited “personal” autonomy for the
Palestinians, specifically ruling out anything that smacked of
territorial sovereignty or self-determination. The Likud’s foot-
dragging approach was typified by Begin’s successor, Yitzhak
Shamir, who led Israel into the 1991 Madrid Peace Conference
under intense pressure from George H. W. Bush’s administration.
After Shamir left office, he revealed that he “would have conducted



negotiations on autonomy for 10 years and in the meantime we
would have reached half a million people [Jews] in the West
Bank.”10

Likud’s stalling was too crude to succeed indefinitely, especially in
the face of the political reality evolving on the Palestinian front.
Taken by surprise by the intifada—a phenomenon initiated and led
by a new generation within the occupied territories—Yasser Arafat,
leader of the PLO in exile and marginalized in distant Tunis, quickly
moved to capitalize on the uprising while at the same time
neutralizing it as a threat to the primacy of senior PLO incumbents.
Contact with Israeli and American Jewish activists encouraged
Arafat to believe that moderation on his part—full acceptance of
Israel’s “right to exist” and renunciation of “terrorism”—would lead
to his acceptance as a peace partner and ultimately to the creation of
a Palestinian state.

On November 15, 1988, the PLO’s legislative body, the
Palestinian National Council (PNC), met in Algiers and formally
adopted the two-state solution, announcing its acceptance of the
partition of Palestine and all other UN resolutions that served as the
basis for the two-state concept. This move represented a gut-
wrenching and difficult shift in Palestinian thinking that had taken
decades to evolve. It meant legitimizing the Israeli state on the 78
percent of Palestine on which it was established in 1948, and settling
for statehood on just 22 percent of the country—East Jerusalem, the
West Bank, and Gaza Strip. Most Palestinians were prepared to
accept this enormous compromise, while those opposed to the two-
state solution were relegated to the political wilderness. At Algiers,
the PNC symbolically declared the independence of the “State of
Palestine” in the occupied territories although it in fact controlled no
land. This “state” was then formally recognized by dozens of
countries, though not by the United States or most of Western
Europe.

Then in 1992, the Israeli Labor Party, fully back in power for the
first time since 1977, met this growing challenge with a formula that
involved neither real withdrawal from occupied territory nor genuine
Palestinian independence but a sufficient imitation of both to defuse
the pressure. To much of the world, the Oslo Accords officially
signed on the White House lawn in September 1993 looked like an
amazing breakthrough. Many Palestinians were euphoric, believing
at last that their dream to be rid of the occupation was about to come
true. Khaled, who grew up in the West Bank town of Jericho and
now lives in Chicago, remembers that on hearing news of the



agreement some young Palestinians rushed out to throw what they
thought would be the very last stones at Israeli occupation forces.
Others offered the Israeli soldiers flowers.

But the disappointment was proportionately bitter as Oslo turned
out to be no more than a continuation of Israel’s effort to keep
control of the land while delegating day-to-day responsibility- for
the Palestinians who lived in it. Oslo, with its appearance of self-
determination, blurred the outright inequities and gross power
imbalance providing the illusion of two roughly equal parties on
their way to resolving a conflict. Shimon Peres grasped that to
achieve this feat, in Israeli eyes, Arafat would need to undergo a
transformation “from the most hated gentleman in this country …
with an array of very strange ideas, into a partner that we can sit
with.” He needed to become “acceptable to our people—maybe not
beloved but at least accepted.”” This was a tall order, because, as
Peres saw it, Arafat did not look “terribly attractive,” his speeches
were “very revolting,” he represented “everything that the Israeli
people didn’t like,” and then there were “his demands on
Jerusalem.” Peres concluded, “[H]e makes our lives so
complicated.”12 (Nominally, Arafat’s demand regarding Jerusalem
was that Israel withdraw from the eastern part occupied in 196’1, in
accordance with international law, so that it could become the
Palestinian capital.)

Nevertheless, Peres urged Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin to sign
the agreement, telling him, “Why should we keep [Arafat] in
Tunisia, making troubles from there? Let him come to the heart of
the troubles. Let him be on the spot, in Gaza.” Peres calculated—
accurately—that Arafat would eagerly trade the opportunity to play
the assigned role of “partner” for concessions on every issue of
substance, including the Jewish settlements, the nature and
boundaries of a Palestinian state, Jerusalem, the status of Palestinian
prisoners held by Israel, and the fate of the refugees exiled in the
wars of 1947—49 and 1967.15 According to one Israeli negotiator,
the Peres-Rabin camp thought it was worth making a deal with
Arafat because there was “no one else” in a position to “agree to
autonomy with interim arrangements” and “pursue terrorists,
apprehend them, put them in jail—without getting even … minimum
requirements” from Israel.14 Oslo was “an exercise in make-
believe,” according to Shlomo Ben-Ami, a former Israeli foreign
minister deeply involved in the peace process, creating drastically
“different expectations” among the parties. The ambiguities in the
terms and the fact that the agreement included no mention of



Palestinian “self-determination” made it easier to clinch the deal in
the short term, explained Ben-Ami, but only delayed the day when
negotiators would confront the two sides’ irreconcilable
expectations. Rabin, Ben-Ami added, “never thought this will end in
a full-fledged Palestinian state.”15

To this day Palestinians wonder why Arafat agreed to sign the
various Oslo agreements. Whatever the reasons, he paid in advance
with full recognition of Israel while receiving no reciprocal promise
of a full withdrawal from the occupied territories or
acknowledgment of a Palestinian right to independence. The Oslo
accords can be summed up as the fulfillment of Peres’s wishes: a
partner molded to suit Israel’s liking and an endless process to avoid
central facts of the conflict—Jerusalem, the settlements, refugees—
that made things so “complicated.” As Palestinians like Khaled soon
discovered, the grim reality was that Oslo transformed the crude
occupation into something more insidious, hiding it behind a PLO
facade.

Ultimately, the series of accords signed between 1993 and 1995
created a new set of complications. The agreements called for the
creation of a Palestinian Authority (P.A.) to exercise control over
Palestinians living in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, but not over the
territory and its borders. In the West Bank, the territory was divided
into three areas, A, B, and C. Area A covered the major cities,
including Ramallah, Bethlehem, Nablus, and Jericho but not
Jerusalem, and was ostensibly under full security control of the P.A.,
but it comprised initially just 3 percent of the land and never
exceeded 18 percent. Area B, a quarter of the land, was designated
under Israeli “security” control but Palestinian “civil” control. In
almost three-quarters of the West Bank, Area C, and on the borders,
Israel remained in full control, as evidenced by the P.A.’s inability to
afford any protection to Palestinians whose land was seized for
settlement construction. Oslo raised symbols of sovereignty and then
made a mockery of them. One example, described by Israeli
negotiator Uri Savir, involved the passage of Palestinians returning
to the West Bank from neighboring Jordan:

A Palestinian stamps their passport [sic]. Behind the Palestinian
there is tinted glass. Behind that, an Israeli. The Palestinian puts
the documents in a box. They go to the Israeli, who has a
computer. He can send them back, with questions. The
Palestinian asks them. Only if the person is suspect does he go
into a back room to be interrogated. There was a three-day



discussion as to whether the glass should be tinted or opaque. I
think we decided dark-tinted.16

Israel had transferred responsibility but without power or
independence and Palestinians came increasingly to see the P.A. not
as a vehicle for liberation but as a proxy force designed to relieve
Israel of the various costs of enforcing the occupation itself. Arafat
had not liberated his people from occupation but joined them under
it.

The conventional wisdom is that the Oslo process failed because
of violence, immutable hatred, “extremism on both sides,” or
because Rabin was assassinated in November 1995, leading in 1996
to the election of a hard-line government under Benjamin
Netanyahu. But these explanations ignore the effect of Israel’s drive
for land and control, which ran directly counter to the possibility of
creating a Palestinian state. Defenders of Israel’s actions argue that
the PLO too did not follow the letter of the agreements. Israel
constantly complained that the P.A. hired more police officers than
the agreements allowed, and was never satisfied that the P.A.
arrested enough of the people on the wanted lists Israel drew up. But
there is no evidence that the acceleration of the Israeli settlements
was designed as retaliation tor such transgressions. It is not credible
that a society would invest billions of dollars in roads and housing
that it truly intended to give up.

If Israel conceded little at Oslo, it gained unprecedented
international prestige and concrete benefits from the deal. Then-
finance minister Avraham Shochat observed that “[i]n 1992, Israel
attracted some $140 million in foreign investments.” In 1996,
investments had increased by twenty-fold to $3 billion. Israel’s
economy grew by a soaring 6 percent yearly in the four years after
the agreements were signed. “Oslo had an extraordinary effect on
our status in the world,” Shochat noted. “The fact that we signed an
agreement and embarked on a peace process gave Israel a legitimacy
that it had never before possessed.”17 Diplomats and businessmen
from Arab states in North Africa and the Persian Gulf, and other
Muslim states like Indonesia and Malaysia, all lined up to do
business with the Jewish state.18

The lasting legacy of the Oslo process is that far from advancing
the two-state solution, it in fact laid the groundwork for the
fragmentation of the occupied territories—which has reached new
extremes with the construction of the separation wall—and
legitimized the idea that the primary role of any Palestinian
government is not to protect its citizens from the occupation but to



protect the occupation and the settlers from their Palestinian
subjects.
Of all the myths in the recent history of the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict the most enduring is that the Camp David summit of 2000,
chaired by President Clinton, concluded with Arafat’s rejection of a
generous offer from Prime Minister Ehud Barak that could have
ended the hostilities once and for all. Many commentators
unquestioningly parrot specific percentages of the West Bank from
which Israel ostensibly “offered” to withdraw, ranging from 90 to 97
percent. Shimon Peres even claimed that “Prime Minister Barak has
actually offered hundred percent [vzcj of the West Bank and Gaza
and part of Jerusalem…. It is very hard for the Israelis to understand
why did actually the Palestinians reject it.”19 Influential New York.
Times columnist Thomas Friedman called the Palestinians “insane”
for rebuffing Israel’s alleged generosity.20 This myth did not emerge
just because of the American media’s well-documented tendency to
adopt Israel’s interpretation on most key issues.21 Rather, President
Clinton and the Israeli government made a calculated decision and
embarked on an orchestrated media campaign to blame the
Palestinians generally and Arafat personally for the summit’s
failure.22

A year after the summit, Robert Malley, Clinton’s special
assistant tor Arab-Israeli affairs and a key negotiator at Camp David,
struck a blow at the myth. Malley wrote:

Many have come to believe that the Palestinians’ rejection of the
Camp David ideas exposed an underlying rejection of Israel’s
right to exist. But consider the facts: The Palestinians were
arguing for the creation of a Palestinian state based on the June 4,
1967, borders, living alongside Israel. They accepted the notion
of Israeli annexation of West Bank territory to accommodate
settlement blocs. They accepted the principle of Israeli
sovereignty over the Jewish neighborhoods of East Jerusalem—
neighborhoods that were not part of Israel before the Six Day
War in
1967. And, while they insisted on recognition of the refugees’
right of return, they agreed that it should be implemented in a
manner that protected Israel’s demographic and security interests
by limiting the number of returnees. No other Arab party that has
negotiated with Israel—not Anwar el-Sadat’s Egypt, not King
Hussein’s Jordan, let alone Hafez al-Assad’s Syria—ever came
close to even considering such compromises.23



Malley concluded that “[i]f peace is to be achieved, the parties
cannot afford to tolerate the growing acceptance of these myths as
reality.” Malley’s account has been amplified in a meticulous history
of the Camp David summit by Clayton Swisher, a former U.S.
marine reservist and federal criminal investigator.24 Swisher
interviewed virtually all of the participants in the summit from the
U.S., Israeli, and Palestinian sides as well as officials from the
governments of Syria, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Sweden who had
direct participation in events leading up to the summit.

What then did the Palestinian negotiators reject of Barak’s
“generous offer”? As far as territory is concerned, the Israelis
presented only one map at Camp David, and it contained nothing
new; they had presented the same map to Palestinian negotiators
months previously and the Palestinians had rejected it.25 It depicted a
Palestinian “state” in 76.6 percent of the West Bank, broken into
pieces, with all the major settlements remaining in place under
Israeli sovereignty. Israel would annex 13.3 percent outright and
continue to occupy the remaining 10.1 percent for a period of up to
thirty years, during which time there would be no restriction on
Israel continuing to build settlements and infrastructure.26

It should be noted that even before these percentages were
calculated, the Israelis already subtracted East Jerusalem and the
territorial waters of the Dead Sea, so, in fact, the 76 percent offer
was based not on 100 percent of the occupied territories, but only on
those parts that Israel was prepared to discuss. Leaving aside the
disjointed nature of this “state,” its territory would amount to just 16
percent of historic Palestine, a compromise on the compromise that
no Palestinian leader could make. Barak refused to relinquish
Israel’s claim to sovereignty over the Muslim holy places in
Jerusalem (the Haram al-Sharif), but was prepared to offer the
Palestinians “functional” control. It is not true, as many have
claimed, that the Palestinians failed to make a counteroffer: In
response to Israel’s map, the Palestinian team presented its own map
that allowed 30 to 35 percent of the settlers to remain on 2.5 percent
of the West Bank, which Israel could annex. The Israelis rejected
this outright and came back with a counterproposal in which they
increased their offer from 76.6 percent to 77.2 percent and insisted
that at least 80 percent of the settlers remain in place.27 A senior
Clinton adviser commented that the Israelis were attempting to
execute a “land grab.”28 Israel also insisted on permanent control of
Palestinian airspace and a long list of onerous “security”
arrangements that would rob the Palestinian state of any real



independence from Israel and introduce enormous opportunities for
delay and backsliding as had happened with the Oslo Accords.
Israel’s proposals at Camp David barely deviated from the basic
premises of the 1976 Allon plan.

The legacy of the failed Camp David summit cannot be
underestimated. To Palestinians, it demonstrated that even with the
highest level of U.S. involvement, no Israeli government would sign
a peace agreement if it meant giving up more than a token number of
settlements and any real control in the West Bank. To Israelis, Camp
David gave birth to an enduring myth, neatly encapsulated by left-
wing novelist Amos Oz, who wrote:

Ehud Barak went a very long way towards Palestinians, even
before the beginning of the Camp David summit; longer than any
of his predecessors ever dreamt to go; longer than any other
Israeli prime minister is likely to go. On the way to Camp David,
Barak’s proclaimed stance was so dovish that it made him lose
his parliamentary majority, his coalition government, even some
of his constituency. Nevertheless, while shedding wings and body
and tail on the way, he carried on like a flying cockpit, he carried
on. Seemingly Yasser Arafat did not go such a long and lonely
way towards the Israelis. Perhaps he could not, or lacked the
fierce devotion to making peace.29

After Camp David, the belief took hold in Israel that there was no
possibility of a negotiated two-state settlement with the Palestinians
and that the state was therefore justified in taking whatever unilateral
action it deemed necessary. When the Labor Party unveiled its 2006
platform reaffirming its determination to annex the large settlement
blocs, a senior party official admitted that “the differences between
Labor and Kadima are not in the contents but in the possibility of
carrying them out.”30 Labor still believed that Palestinians could be
forced to capitulate in “negotiations,” while Sharon and his allies
believed in a straightforward land-grab under the pretext that there is
no Palestinian “partner.” Each approach is in its way a direct
descendant of Oslo, and neither offers a real path out of Israel’s
demographic dead end.
Those Israelis who insist that a negotiated partition is still possible
and merely awaits the emergence of responsible leaders have lined
up behind the Geneva Initiative, perhaps the best-known and most
influential example of this stream of thought. A project of Israel’s
former justice minister Yossi Beilin and Yasir Abed Rabbo, former
culture minister in the Palestinian Authority, the initiative was
launched at a star-studded ceremony presided over by actor Richard



Drey fuss in December 2003. The creators of this unofficial peace
plan have sold it as a breakthrough that proves a two-state solution
remains viable. In reality, the clear advances in the plan, vague as it
is, appear to be minimal—a little less land annexation and fewer
settlers remaining in place—while its essence carried over the basic
tenets of Camp David: the permanence of settlements and the
preservation of an effective Israeli veto on real Palestinian
independence.

The vision of a peaceful division of the land achieved through
discussion remains attractive, which perhaps explains why the
Geneva Initiative gained endorsements from newspapers,
columnists, celebrities, and politicians around the world. Beilin, the
chief architect of the Oslo Accords together with Peres, and the main
force behind the Geneva Initiative, was concerned chiefly with
preserving a Jewish majority in an internationally recognized Israel
while refusing to withdraw from most of the West Bank settlements
and Jerusalem. Beilin has opposed unilateral Israeli withdrawal
because, he argued, only full unilateral withdrawal—i.e. to the 1967
borders—would “gain legitimization—world-wide and regional,”
thus making it necessary to “give up all the settlements and
relinquish the territory in Jerusalem taken over in the Six-Day
War.”51 Partial unilateral withdrawal allowing Israel to keep its war
gains might be feasible, but, Beilin warned, would be considered
illegitimate in the eyes of the world and remain a continuing source
of conflict. His ideal, thus, was a partial withdrawal with Palestinian
agreement, an ideal that the Geneva Initiative, and Oslo and Camp
David before it, sought to achieve.

Beilin and Abed Rabbo claimed that their document resolved “all
the major differences between the parties, including security
arrangements, the shape of permanent borders, the status of
Jerusalem, the future of West Bank settlements, the rights of
refugees, and access to holy places.”52 The reality was that the terms
of the plan did not deviate significantly from the approach taken at
Camp David on all the key issues, including borders, settlements,
Jerusalem, and refugee rights. The Geneva Initiative would leave the
vast majority of the settlements in place and give Israel a veto on the
return of Palestinian refugees to homes inside Israel.

Demilitarized, the Palestinian state would have severe limits to
its sovereignty. Its external borders would remain under “unseen”
Israeli control for five years, and then under the indefinite control of
a “Multinational Force” that could not be modified or withdrawn
without Israel’s consent. Israel would keep military forces in the



Jordan Valley for an initial but renewable three years and be allowed
to keep “earlv warning stations” inside the Palestinian state
permanently. Israeli military personnel and equipment would be
withdrawn from the Palestinian state “except as otherwise agreed,”
in a document referred to throughout the accord as “Annex X.” The
problem is that Annex X, to which many other significant details
about Israeli rights to use Palestinian airspace, electromagnetic
spectrum, and territory for military purposes are relegated, does not
actually exist; its terms were never set by the Geneva Initiative
participants. The provisions about a symbolic return of refugees to
within the 1967 borders are designed entirely to preserve a Jewish
majority for as long as possible. For Jerusalem, the initiative adopts
the idea set out by President Clinton in December 2000 that “Arab
neighborhoods” in Jerusalem should be under Palestinian
sovereignty, while “Jewish neighborhoods” should be under Israeli
sovereignty. This sounds like the epitome of fairness on its face, but
“Jewish neighborhood” is a euphemism for settlements built on land
forcibly expropriated from Palestinian owners. If this presentation
seems overly negative, consider how retired general Amram Mitzna,
former Labor Party leader and one of the Geneva Initiative authors,
presented it to the Israeli public:
For the first time in history, the Palestinians explicitly and officially
recognized the state of Israel as the state of the

Jewish people forever. They gave up the right of return to the
state of Israel and a solid, stable Jewish majority was guaranteed.
The Western Wall, the Jewish Quarter, and David’s Tower will all
remain in our hands. The suffocating ring was lifted from over
Jerusalem and the entire ring of settlements around it—Givat
Ze’ev, old and new Givon, Ma’ale Adumim, Gush Etzion, Neve
Yaacov, Pis-gat Ze’ev, French Hill, Ramot, Gilo, and Armon
Hanatziv will be part of the expanded city, forever. None of the
settlers in those areas will have to leave their homes.”

The places mentioned by Mitzna include almost 170,000 settlers and
account for the largest land expropriations in the most densely
populated Palestinian areas in the West Bank. But they are not the
only settlements that the Geneva Initiative would allow Israel to
keep. On the publicity maps on the Geneva Initiative’s English Web
site, the proposed annexations appear minimal because the maps are
at such a low resolution?4 Much more detailed maps, available only
at the Geneva Initiative’s Hebrew Web site (there does not appear to
be an Arabic Web site), show how devastating the initiative would
really be to Palestinians on the ground?5 To take one example, the



Palestinian city of Qalqilya in the northwest of the West Bank is
sandwiched between the 1967 border with Israel on the west and
north and the settlement of Alfe Menashe (population 5,000) on the
east. Under the Geneva Initiative, Israel would keep this settlement
and annex a wide swath of territory around it and a corridor linking
it to Israel. This mushroom-shaped land grab would completely
encircle Qalqilya from the south, severely limiting the growth
potential for the city and its neighboring villages (population
60,000). The corridor connecting the settlement to Israel does even
more damage by bisecting two Palestinian villages, cutting them off
from each other and cutting many more Palestinians off from
Qalqilya.

In his book The Path to Geneva, Beilin recalled the “negotiation”
in which this came about: “[T]he most important decision made
regarding territorial issues was the annexation of the Alfe Menashe
settlement to Israel in return for the concession of Efrat,” a
settlement near Bethlehem.36 Beilin has a very strange idea of give
and take, when both Alfe Menashe and Efrat are built on occupied
land seized from Palestinians. Frantz Fanon’s description of
decolonization in Africa was never more apt: “What was wrested by
bombardments is reconverted into the results of free negotiations.”37

The Geneva Initiative is nominally “fair” in that land annexed in one
place is compensated somewhere else on a one-for-one basis. But
exchanging sand dunes south of Gaza or barren hills west of Hebron
—as Geneva proposes—for neighborhoods of Jerusalem is as absurd
as saying that Manhattan or the heart of Paris could be exchanged
for an equally sized piece of the Nevada desert. In none of the
“exchanges” contained in the Geneva plan do Palestinians receive
anything remotely comparable to what they would give up.

The Geneva Initiative benefited from a big-budget promotional
campaign that created the impression, internationally, at least, that it
represents a broad spectrum of Israeli and Palestinian public opinion.
To the extent that there is a general consensus in favor of a two-state
solution, it does. But it did not succeed in breaking the basic
impasse. Under the tutelage of Beilin, Abed Rabbo established the
Palestinian Peace Coalition (PPC), an organization dedicated to
promoting “separation in a two-state solution” among Palestinians,
working in close cooperation with Beilin’s own Israeli Peace
Coalition. Yet efforts to win support for the Geneva Initiative among
Palestinians foundered on the Israeli participants’ insistence on
keeping most of the settlers in place and its failure to resolve the
refugee issue in an acceptable manner. Two prominent figures,



Qadoura Fares, a Fatah legislator and sometime Palestinian
Authority minister, and Muhammad Hourani, a well-known peace
activist, volunteered to join the PPC and endorse the Geneva
Initiative. “Their involvement was welcome,” Beilin recalls, but
eventually had to be rejected because “they demanded that Israel
give up the settlement of Ma’ale Adumim or Givat Ze’ev in order to
create space for the development of East Jerusalem, and that
additional territory be transferred to establish a large settlement for
Palestinian refugees. We explained that although their involvement
was very important to us, we would not be able to meet these
demands.”38 This intransigence was not lost on Palestinians, despite
the hype around Geneva. At Gaza City’s Rashad Shawa Cultural
Center, the Palestinian Legislative Council speaker was one among
many public figures to condemn the agreement at a “popular
conference in defense of the right of return and for confronting the
dangers of the Geneva Accord.” Many similar rallies were held at
universities and refugee camps. Al-Haq, the renowned human rights
organization, published a detailed legal commentary that concluded
that the initiative’s provisions on settlements and refugees violate
fundamental principles of international human rights and
humanitarian law/9

Among Israelis and Zionists, reaction to the Geneva Initiative
was more divided. Right-wingers predictably saw its territorial
component as caving in to Palestinians, but even the left expressed
reservations about the extent of the initiative’s concessions. Overall,
it enjoyed the support of only one-quarter of Israeli Jews, while 54
percent opposed it, according to one study by the widely respected
Tami Steinmetz Center for Peace Research at Tel Aviv University.40

Beilin found little backing for the plan in the Labor Party, which he
had left in late 2002 after a poor showing in primary elections, to
join the tiny leftwing Meretz Party.

Although the Geneva Initiative made little headway among
Israelis or Palestinians, it and similar plans remain very popular
among peace activists around the world, particularly liberal
American Zionist groups. One Voice, a plan endorsed by actors Brad
Pitt, Danny DeVito, and Jason Alexander, gained significant support
from major foundations to carry out promotional campaigns on U.S.
campuses. Another virtual peace effort making the rounds, called
People’s Voice, is based on the Geneva-like ideas of academic and
former Palestinian Authority Jerusalem spokesman Sari Nusseibeh
and former Israeli intelligence chief Ami Ayalon. What all these
approaches have in common and the way they differ from the



unilateral approach is not that they are significantly more
forthcoming to Palestinians, but rather that they seek Palestinian
endorsement of Israel’s annexation of territory and of its refusal to
readmit Palestinian refugees to their country. In an apt comment
made during the Oslo negotiations, Beilin had argued that the
challenge for reaching an agreement on Jerusalem “is what to call
the status quo, because everyone knows there will be no real change
in the status quo.”41

Peace plans like these, writes Kathleen Christison, a retired CIA
analyst and author of Perceptions of Palestine, provide many
Israel/Palestine activists with “a comfortable space from which they
can promote an amorphous concept of ‘peace,’ declaring their
dedication to ‘balance’ and giving all-out support by writing letters
to politicians and newspapers, without having to face the grim
realities of why peace plans are necessary in the first place, or why
they always fail,” or what, we might add, their ideas would mean in
practice for those who would have to live with them, especially
Palestinians.

Perhaps the main significance of the Geneva Initiative is that
even with all its shortcomings, it appears to be the most conciliatory
offer any group of senior Israeli politicians has been able to
formulate. Yet while it falls far short of minimum Palestinian
demands, not even the Zionist “peace camp,” let alone a majority of
the electorate, are able to unite around it. Beyond the fact that
Israelis have been consistently unwilling to give up most of the
settlements as the price for peace, their rejection of the Geneva
Initiative is, I believe, a consequence of the peace camp’s failure,
over so many years, to push for the opportunity to reach for a two-
state solution with the Palestinians. The peace camp never had either
the strength or the courage to confront Israelis with the choices they
faced. Successive Labor governments failed to stop the settlements
when they could have done so and failed to tackle the folk complete
withdrawal that would likely have satisfied a majority of
Palestinians, perhaps opening the door to a solution to the refugee
question that took Israeli concerns into account. The leaders of the
mainstream Israeli left came to embrace Palestinian statehood
warmly in theory while undermining it in practice. The left has
repeatedly presented proposals for meaningless and nominal
statehood within a greater Israel in which Palestinians get far less
than the West Bank and Gaza Strip and Israel keeps its illegal
settlements in those areas and overall control. The peace camp, no
less than any other political stream in Israel, has failed to treat



Palestinians as equals. As a result of its contradictory policies and
actions, the peace camp effectively discredited for Israelis the very
notion that a negotiated peace was possible, unjustly blaming the
Palestinians for the failure of Camp David and ignoring the key roles
of repression and settlement expansion in provoking violence. Many
ordinary Israelis were thus primed to believe that Palestinians were
offered the moon but turned it down in favor of bloodshed. The left
paved the way for the new consensus on “unilateral disengagement”
forged by Ariel Sharon.
“The state of Israel is coming to an end.” For decades, demographer
Arnon Soffer has been confronting Israelis with this alarming
prophecy. Until a few years ago, Soffer was a prophet in the
wilderness, or so he thought, warning his unheeding compatriots that
by 2010 the high Palestinian birthrate would result in Arabs
outnumbering Jews in historic Palestine—Israel, East Jerusalem,
the West Bank, and Gaza Strip. But “suddenly, in the last three
years, the scales have fallen from people’s eyes,” Soffer said in
2004. “The change in public opinion began with the [second]
intifada and the Israeli Arab riots, and then the suicide bombings.”42

One Israeli who saw the light was Ariel Sharon. The night Sharon
was swept into office in February 2001, Softer’s phone rang. “Bring
me your separation maps tomorrow,” the voice at the other end
demanded. It was Sharon himself. For years, Soffer had worried that
Palestinians would realize all they had to do was sit tight until their
numbers forced Israeli Jews to give up power. “In order to save the
State of Israel,” he argued, “we have to separate unilaterally and as
quickly as possible.” At last, someone was listening, someone with
the power to implement Soffer’s ideas.

Sharon and his associates’ seeming embrace of territorial
compromise was far less radical than many have thought. Their
views represented a convergence between Israel’s mainstream left
and right over two central goals: the need to preserve a Jewish
majority and maintain control of as many of the settlements as
possible. Since the Camp David debacle had discredited the notion
of a negotiated partition, the mood was ripe for something else. “The
illusion of Oslo has been replaced by a new illusion of unilateral
separation,” wrote journalist Yacov Ben Efrat. “If Oslo disregarded
issues that are central to the Palestinian people, the unilateral agenda
disregards the Palestinian people itself.”43

Ehud Olmert explained that if Israel did nothing as the
Palestinian population grew, it would face growing pressure until the
only remaining option would be a “a return to the 1967 border, the



crushing of Jerusalem, and a struggle to [the] last breath to ward oft
international pressure to absorb hundreds of thousands of refugees
into the shrinking State of Israel.” The alternative was “a
comprehensive unilateral move,” involving minimal withdrawal
from settlements, but Israel would “define [its] borders, which under
no circumstances will be identical to the Green Line and will include
Jerusalem as a united city under [Israeli] sovereignty.” The unilateral
approach would allow Israel to “define a clear, achievable goal” that
would “not depend on the goodwill that its neighbors do not have.”44

Israel was willing to take a bet that sacrificing a small number of
settlements would silence world criticism as it reshaped the country
by erecting a “separation wall” across the West Bank, in the process
annexing all the major settlements and large tracts of Palestinian
land. Palestinians call Gaza the world’s largest open-air prison. Yet
its status is no different than that of Qalqilya or Bethlehem in the
West Bank, surrounded by concrete and cut off from the life around
them. According to Dov Weisglass, a senior Sharon adviser who
negotiated U.S. backing for the 2005 Gaza disengagement, the plan
made “it possible for Israel to park conveniently in an interim
situation that distancefd it] as far as possible from political
pressure.” Under the plan, Israel withdrew approximately eight
thousand settlers from the Gaza Strip. But disengagement was no
more than “formaldehyde,” Weisglass said, to freeze any political
process. He claimed that he

found a device, in cooperation with the management of the world
[the U.S. administration], to ensure that there will be no
stopwatch here. That there will be no timetable to implement the
settlers’ nightmare. I have postponed that nightmare indefinitely.
Because what I effectively agreed to with the Americans was that
part of the settlements would not be dealt with at all, and the rest
will not be dealt with until the Palestinians turn into Finns. That
is the significance of what we did. The significance is the
freezing of the political process. And when you freeze that
process you prevent the establishment of a Palestinian state and
you prevent a discussion about the refugees, the borders and
Jerusalem. Effectively, this whole package that is called the
Palestinian state, with all that it entails, has been removed from
our agenda indefinitely. And all this with authority and
permission. All with a presidential blessing and the ratification of
both houses of Congress. What more could have been
anticipated? What more could have been given to the settlers?45



The United States assisted in freezing the process by casting
Sharon’s withdrawal of the settlers from Gaza and a few token
settlements in the northern West Bank as a major sacrifice in the
name of peace. Quartet officials from Russia, the European Union,
and the United Nations lavished praise on Israel after the Gaza
pullout.

The reality was that Israel did not end its occupation of the Gaza
Strip. Indeed, according to Israeli officials, Sharon specifically
avoided making that claim at the United Nations so as not to call
attention to Israel’s continued control.46 This was maintained in full
over the borders, airspace, and seafront, along with the establishment
of a “Security zone” extending 150 meters into the Gaza Strip.47 The
occupation continued to work by remote control, as was
demonstrated during the planning of a Palestinian seaport in Gaza.
Haim Ramon, Labor Party minister for economic negotiations with
the Palestinians, declared, “We will not let this port be an open port
no matter what. We want to control what comes in and what goes
out.” Ramon told Israel Radio: “If we can’t reach an agreement on
security arrangements, this port will not be built.”48 Several months
after the disengagement, the international envoy to Gaza, former
World Bank president James Wolfensohn, complained that Israel is
“almost acting as though there has been no withdrawal.”49 By mid-
2006, the United Nations Office for the Co-ordination of
Humanitarian Affairs reported that the main crossing for goods
between Israel and Gaza had been closed by Israel for 60 percent of
the time since the start of the year— compared to less than 20
percent of the time in 2004 and 2005, prior to the disengagement. As
a direct result, basic foodstuffs like flour, milk, and fruits
disappeared from Gaza’s markets and hospitals have been forced to
ration antibiotics and other essential medications. With more than
half of Gaza’s population reliant on emergency food aid, U.N.
humanitarian officials spoke of widespread hunger.50

Olmert’s vision of unilateral separation made the point explicitly:
“Israel will keep security zones, main settlement blocs, and places
important to the Jewish people, first of all, Jerusalem, united under
Israeli control.”51 Olmert said that under his party’s plan the major
settlements of “Ma’ale Adu-mim, Gush Etzion and Ariel will remain
part of the State of

Israel,” and that Israel would retain control of the Jordan Valley.52

The program laid out by Kadima indicated that the “appetite for
annexing territory ha[d] not waned for a moment,” observed a



Haaret^ editorial. The plan merely amounted to more “talk about
ending the occupation without ending it.”55

Olmert called the unilateral solution Israel’s “great hope,”54 but
Arnon Soffer, demographic guru, offered a less optimistic prognosis.
“Unilateral separation doesn’t guarantee ‘peace,’” he warned, “it
guarantees a Jewish-Zionist state with an overwhelming majority of
Jews.” What will be the price of this achievement? The “day after
unilateral separation,” Soffer said, “the Palestinians will bombard us
with artillery fire—and we will have to retaliate. But at least war
will be at the fence— not in the kindergartens in Tel Aviv and
Haifa.” Soffer was unambiguous about Israel’s response: “We will
tell the Palestinians that if a single missile is fired over the fence, we
will fire 10 in response. And women and children will be killed and
houses will be destroyed.” Further down the line, “when 2.5 million
people live in a closed-off Gaza,” Soffer predicted, “it’s going to be
a human catastrophe. Those people will become even bigger animals
than they are today, with the aid of an insane fundamentalist Islam.
The pressure at the border will be awful. It’s going to be a terrible
war. So, it we want to remain alive, we will have to kill and kill and
kill. All day, every day.”55 Indeed, one year after the disengagement,
as Palestinians determined to resist learned to circumvent the
barriers and build rockets that could reach Israeli towns, Soffer’s
confidence that Israeli cities would be spared the misery was proven
misplaced.

Eventually Soffer anticipates that collective imprisonment and
the bombardment of the Palestinians will produce “voluntary
transfer” through immiseration. “If a Palestinian cannot come into
Tel Aviv for work, he will look in Iraq, or Kuwait or London. … I
believe there will be movement out of the area.” The Palestinians
will give up their struggle, Soffer believes, and they will “begin to
ask for ‘conflict management’ talks— not that dirty word ‘peace.’”
And while Israel prospers, separated from the killing fields by walls,
it will be the responsibility of the rest of the world to provide “large-
scale international aid” to the desperate, dying “animals” living in
their Israeli-built cage. Since Israel pulled settlers out of Gaza, the
rapidlv intensifying violence along the frontier, and the
bombardment and return of troops, proved the potency of Soffer’s
vision. Soffer’s comments anticipated almost identical statements
made by senior Israeli military officials and ministers in the first
weeks after the Gaza pullout.56 In December 2005, B’Tselem
condemned orders reportedly given to soldiers to shoot to kill if
anyone entered Israel’s self-declared buffer zone in northern Gaza,



regardless of the person’s identity or reason for being there.57 Eight
months after the withdrawal, the Israeli army reported that it was
firing “on average” 300 artillery shells per day at the Gaza Strip,58

although senior officers conceded that the bombardment, while
causing many deaths among Palestinian civilians, was “pointless”
and did nothing to prevent fighters firing rockets.59 Twelve months
after the withdrawal, troops returned to the Strip in force, inflicting
great privation and carnage on the civilian population, while the
bombing of Lebanon that began in July 2006 gave a ghastly
illustration of Soffer’s vision of killing and killing and killing.

If unilateral separation does not lead to the bloodbath Soffer
predicts, at best it would produce what some Israelis, like veteran
peace activist Daphna Golan-Agnon, have described as apartheid,
with separate roads, separate areas, and separate laws for two
populations. “It doesn’t matter how we explain it and how many
articles are written by Israeli scholars and lawyers,” said Golan-
Agnon, “there are two groups living in this small piece of land, and
one enjoys rights and liberty while the other does not.”60 Unilateral
separation offers Israel a Jewish-Zionist state at the price of constant
bloodshed and growing Palestinian desperation, which, despite all
efforts to wall it out, will deprive Israelis of the normality they
crave. It is not a solution, but a dangerous delusion.
CHAPTER THREE



It Could Happen Here

Ever more acutely aware of the “demographic threat,” and
despairing in the face of escalating violence, a failed peace
process, and the false claims of disengagement, many Israelis
have turned to a variety of responses, ranging from the absurd
to the truly abhorrent. “Am I to understand that you think
Israel could commit genocide on the Palestinian people?” was
the astonishing question put to prominent Holocaust historian
Yehuda Bauer at a seminar sponsored by Yad Vashem’s
International School for Holocaust Studies in Jerusalem.
“Yes,” came Bauer’s sobering reply. “Just two days ago,
extremist settlers passed out flyers to rid Arabs from this land.
Ethnic cleansing results in mass killing.”1 But could it really
happen? As we have seen, Arnon Soffer has speculated that
disengagement could force Palestinians to leave their
homeland to escape the resulting economic misery. Is it
conceivable that Israel could go further and actually initiate
mass expulsions? To what lengths could Israel go to preserve a
Jewish majority?

Zionist ideology holds that the Jews of the world need the
State of Israel to save them from persecution. Yet Israel’s drive
to encourage Jewish immigration has more often been
motivated by the reality that Jews are needed to save the state.
Israeli policymakers, hoping that aggressive efforts to attract
immigrants might significantly delay the day when
Palestinians once again become the clear majority, have set a
goal of one million new immigrants to Israel by 2020?

Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms in the late 1980s paved the
way for millions of Jews to leave the Soviet Union and its



successor states, and about one million of these emigrants did
go to Israel. But it was an uphill struggle to attract them,
which suggests that new large-scale immigration is unlikely.
Once Gorbachev’s liberalization allowed Jews to leave the
Soviet Union freely, it quickly became apparent that the
majority had no desire to go to Israel; the United States was
overwhelmingly their destination of choice. In 1988, Israel’s
minister of immigration and absorption, Yaakov Zur, decried
“the appalling rate of ninety-five percent” of Jews going to
destinations other than Israel? Likud activists mounted a
campaign calling Jews who went to other countries after being
issued Israeli visas “cheats and traitors who exploited us,”4

and the Israeli government waged an international effort to
channel Jews to its shores whether they liked it or not. This
included successful pressure to limit the number of Soviet
Jews it would accept and efforts to establish direct flights
between Moscow and Tel Aviv—finally achieved in 1991—to
prevent the “leakage” of Jews from European transit points?
Israel’s eagerness to keep pace in the demographic race had
unintended consequences: The relaxed rules for accepting
immigrants from former Soviet countries meant that many
who came did not meet the state’s strict definition of
Jewishness. Hundreds of thousands were Christians and even
Muslims from Central Asia, exacerbating the demographic
panic and prompting calls in 2002 from Israel’s immigration
minister, backed by the country’s two chief rabbis, to “see to it
that families that are completely Christian do not come here—
including people who go to church on a regular basis.”6

Despite the boost from the former Soviet Union,
immigration has fallen close to the lowest levels in the state’s
history.7 Israel and major American Jewish philanthropists
have set up programs, among them Birthright Israel and Masa,
which pay for free visits for young North American Jews with
the goal of promoting identification with the country and
encouraging immigration.8 The focus on North America is an
obvious one. Of the world’s estimated 13 million Jews, the
largest group—5.7 million—live in the United States. With 5.3
million more in Israel, 95 percent of the remaining 2 million
are concentrated in just ten countries.9 Those with the largest



Jewish populations, like the United States, Canada, and
France, tend to be stable and prosperous, and the Jewish
communities are well-integrated, highly regarded, and
essential within their societies. Only the most ideologically
motivated minority leave for Israel. No more than 2,000 to
3,000 Jews emigrate annually from North America to Israel
and about a quarter of those end up going back home within a
few years.10 In countries from which Jews are still leaving in
significant numbers, old trends persist. Two-thirds of the
10,000 Jews who left former Soviet Union countries in 2004
opted to go to Germany instead of Israel, giving Germany the
world’s fastest-growing Jewish population.11

For all Israel invests in attracting immigrants, it is running
to stay in place. Net migration per thousand persons has been
falling constantly in recent years and reached an estimated
zero in 2006.12 Israel estimates that 760,000 of its citizens—
about 12 percent of the total—live permanently abroad, 60
percent of them in North America and 25 percent in Europe.13

Since former communist states in Eastern Europe joined the
European Union, many young Israelis have rushed to apply for
EU passports, often from the same countries their parents and
grandparents came to Israel to escape.14 As the opportunities
for young Israelis to seek a better life elsewhere increase, it
will be ever harder to prevent them from leaving.

In the short term, Israeli leaders and Zionist organizations
have realized that only the prospect of severe misfortune could
potentially entice Jewish immigration in significant numbers
and so they now treat various crises—real, perceived, and
exaggerated—around the world as recruitment opportunities.
Israeli press and politicians paid close attention to Argentina’s
economic disaster in 2001-2, always with an eye on how many
of the country’s 200,000-strong Jewish population might
emigrate.15 Some did answer the call; 6,000 Jewish Argentines
moved to Israel in 2002, but the economic crisis eased, and
that number fell by nearly 80 percent the following year.16

The quest for immigrants has led to inflation of charges
that Jews across Europe are facing a new wave of anti-
Semitism. Israel’s Jewish Agency made plans to send



hundreds of emissaries to convince French Jews to emigrate,
amid government allegations of French inaction after several
anti-Semitic incidents, some of the most heavily publicized of
which turned out to be hoaxes or not anti-Semitic attacks at
all.17 Roger Cukier-man, the president of CRIF, the umbrella
organization of French Jewish organizations, was “shocked
and surprised” at the Israeli effort to persuade his countrymen
to emigrate and denied that French Jews faced any danger
justifying such drastic measures.18

Israel’s efforts to attract immigrants have at times lurched
from the exploitive to the surreal. In 2002, Ashkenazi chief
rabbi Israel Meir Lau sent emissaries to seek converts among
desperately poor Inca tribespeople in the Andes. The rabbis
were under orders to convert only those who were willing to
immigrate to Israel on the spot. They found eighteen families,
numbering ninety people. The tribespeople, according to one
of the missionary rabbis, were “imbued with a love of the
Land of Israel that is hard to describe.” Airlifted from Peru,
the new “Jews” were taken straight from the airport to the
West Bank settlements of Alon Shvut and Karmei Tzur, near
Bethlehem. One woman, “Batya Mendel,” until two months
earlier a Peruvian known as Blanca, declared from her new
settlement home, “This land was promised eternally by God
only to those who were born here. Just because I was born in
Peru and don’t have Jewish roots makes no difference, because
the Book of Zephania states that those who want to believe in
the Holy One and be believing Jews—only they have rights to
the Land of Israel. Maybe, when the Messiah comes and all
the Palestinians are converted to Judaism and believe in God
with complete faith, only then will we allow them to live in the
Land of Israel.” Nachson Ben-Haim, who until he arrived in
the settlement was Pedro Mendosa, a taxi driver in the
northern Peruvian town of Trujillo, said that he was ready to
join the Israeli army “because
I want to defend the country and if there is no choice, I will
kill Arabs. But I am sure that Jews kill Arabs only for self-
defense and justice, but Arabs do it because they like to kill.”19

Encouraging Jews to move is one aspect of Israel’s
immigration policy. The other involves preventing any influx



of Arabs. Israel already bars the return of Palestinian refugees,
and in 2003, it enacted a law stipulating that a citizen may
bring a noncitizen spouse to live in Israel from anywhere in
the world, excluding a Palestinian from the occupied
territories. The law was aimed at Israel’s Arab minority,
which, despite enforced separation, maintains strong familial
ties to Palestinian communities in the West Bank and Gaza
Strip. Under this law, an Israeli citizen choosing to marry a
Palestinian from, say, Nablus, in the West Bank would face the
choice of either living apart from her spouse or leaving Israel
and moving to the West Bank or a third country. Amnesty
International, Human Rights Watch, and the International
Commission of Jurists denounced the law as racist, as did a
handful of Israeli liberals.20 Hasan Jabarin, the director of
Adalah, the Legal Center for Arab Minority Rights in Israel,
likened the law to the antimiscegenation measures that existed
in the southern United States in the 1950s when mixed-race
couples had to leave the state of Virginia to marry legally.21

Although rare, some Israeli Jews do marry Palestinians from
the occupied territories, and they too are victims of this law.
Osama Zatar, a Palestinian from the West Bank, met his
Israeli-Jewish wife, Jasmin Avissar, at the Jerusalem animal
protection organization where they both worked. The couple
married in the West Bank, but the law prohibited Osama from
living in Israel with
Jasmin. Israeli authorities also refused to allow Jasmin to
reside in her husband’s hometown of Ramallah, ostensibly
because it was under Palestinian Authority control. Jasmin
explained their painful dilemma: “We thought of living
abroad, but we discovered that no one is willing to give us a
visa… . And the catch in requesting political asylum is that it
will not allow us to come back here should we want to.”22

As with so many Israeli measures, the initial justification
for the law was “security,” but when it came up for renewal in
2005, Prime Minister Sharon relieved citizens from pretending
that the true intention was not to control demographics.
“There’s no need to hide behind security arguments,” Sharon
said, “there is a need for the existence of a Jewish state.”23 The
law, renewed with the backing of the Labor Party, will only



promote further resentment, conflict, and injustice while doing
little to change the demographic reality.
In another desperate move, some have advocated trying to
prevent Palestinians from having babies. Israel has already
used its social welfare system explicitly to implement selective
birth control, according to Yitzhak Kadman, the executive
director of Israel’s National Council for the Child, who
revealed that senior government officials had justified cuts in
child allowances that disproportionately affected Orthodox
Jews and Arabs, who tend to have more children, on the
grounds that they were really designed to reduce the Arab
birthrate. The government even claimed to have statistics,
challenged by Kadman, showing that the policy was
working.24

General Shlomo Gazit, an influential former head of Israeli
military intelligence, told a Jewish Agency—sponsored
conference in March 2001 that the “demographic danger is the
gravest one” faced by Israel and necessitated two immediate
steps: establishing “a dictatorial regime” for a few years and
“restricting the birthrate in the Arab sector.”25 Dr. Yitzhak
Ravid, a senior researcher at the Israeli government’s
Armament Development Authority, called for Israel to
“implement a stringent policy of family planning in relation to
its Muslim population.” In case his meaning wasn’t clear,
Ravid added, “The delivery rooms in Soroka Hospital in
Be’ersheba,” an area with a large Bedouin population, “have
turned into a factory for the production of a backward
population.”26 Ravid was speaking in December 2003 at an
annual conference of Israel’s top military, political, and
business leaders at Herzliya, where his statement generated no
unusual outcry or condemnation. Ravid did not elaborate on
what such a policy might look like, but Novosti, a leading
Russian-language newspaper, published an article proposing
that Arab men should be threatened with castration and that
Arab families “who have more than one child” be “deprived of
various benefits, lose their jobs, and [put] under threat of
exile.” The article also suggested “cash prizes for young men
who voluntarily agree to the castration.” While it is
conceivable that the article could be the work of a crank, and



the paper’s editor later claimed that it had been published in
error, Ha ’aret^ columnist Lily Galili observed, “What is even
more surprising than the fact that the piece got published, is
that the paper did not receive any responses from readers or
public representatives in the Russian community.”27 In
addition to being repulsive, “Imposing measures intended to
prevent births within” a specific “national, ethnical, racial or
religious group,” or incitement to do so, are defined as crimes
in the 1951 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of
the Crime of Genocide that was created in the wake of the
Nazi holocaust.28

While some are considering ways to stop Arabs from
having babies, other prominent figures are trying to devise
ways to get Israeli Jews to have more children. Following the
pattern of affluent Western societies, Israeli Jewish fertility has
continually declined. In July 2005, the Jewish People Policy
Planning Institute, a think tank established by the Jewish
Agency and chaired by Dennis Ross, the former U.S. special
Middle East coordinator, issued a report recommending ways
to boost Israel’s Jewish population, including using tax
incentives to encourage childbirth. The report stressed that
programs should be designed to encourage families who now
have two to three children to have three to four. Israeli Arab
families, which tend to be larger in any case, would not gain
from the policy, while Jewish families, which usually have
fewer children, would see the biggest boost. The report also
backed Israeli government policy to “inhibit inflow of non-
Jewish immigrants,” and proposed a sort of Israeli citizenship
—lite aimed mainly at American Jews who have no desire to
move to Israel.29 A U.S.-based group called Russian American
Jews for Israel elaborated on what this might look like. In
exchange for a one-thousand-dollar “investment” and a week
of basic military training in Israel, Jews
living abroad would get Israeli passports and would be
included in the state’s population statistics. The group argued
in the proposal it presented to the Israeli government that this
might lead to gradual immigration, but more important, it
would offer Israel an attractive and quick solution to its
“severe demographic and economic difficulties.”30



The resort to extreme, even repugnant responses has included
open discussion of expulsion. For Palestinians, the creation of
Israel meant mass, forced dispossession. For many decades,
the Israeli establishment rejected any responsibility for this
displacement. Beginning in the 1980s, however, a group of
Israeli historians who collectively came to be known as
“revisionists” or “new historians” confirmed Palestinian
accounts primarily using state archives and sources.
Palestinian Israeli historian Nur Masalha also demonstrated,
with Israeli sources, that within the pre-state Jewish movement
in Palestine, the expulsion of Palestinians, or “transfer” as it
was commonly called, was seriously debated and
contemplated by the Zionist leadership.31 And into the 1950s,
Israeli leaders, with the support of Prime Minister David Ben-
Gurion, formulated plans to expel the entire Palestinian
Christian population in the Galilee to South America.32 But by
that time, Israel, as a recognized member of the international
community, faced constraints that prevented the open pursuit
of ethnic cleansing as a policy option. Domestically the idea
was widely considered morally unacceptable and unfit for
discussion, kept alive almost exclusively by extremists in the
Israeli spectrum such as followers of the late Brooklyn-born
Rabbi Meir Kahane.

But with the failure of immigration and settlement to
decisively shift the demographic balance in favor of Jews, and
the collapse of belief in any agreed viable partition, some
Israelis are breaking the taboo against advocating expulsion. In
2003, one of the new historians, Benny Morris, published an
updated version of his groundbreaking work, The Birth of the
Palestinian Refugee Problem. Morris concludes that the
evidence for the deliberate expulsion of the Palestinian
population by the Zionist movement in 1947—49 was even
stronger than he had initially thought. On publication, Morris,
who had long been viewed as sympathetic to Palestinian
claims and a critic of Israel’s founders, told Ha’aret^ journalist
Ari Shavit that a “Jewish state would not have come into being
without the uprooting of 700,000 Palestinians. Therefore it
was necessary to uproot them.” He went on, “There are
circumstances in history that justify ethnic cleansing.” If



David Ben-Gurion could be faulted it was because he “did not
complete the transfer in 1948.”” Morris’s forthrightness
reflected a growing acceptance of such views.

Several political parties—Moledet, Tekuma, and Israel
Beitenu—forming the National Union alliance, ran in Israel’s
2003 parliamentary election on an explicit platform to expel
all Arabs, winning seven seats and a larger share of the vote
than Yossi Beilin’s Meretz Party. In 2006, running on its own,
Israel Beitenu won eleven seats in the 120-seat Knesset, while
the other two National Union parties, now joined by the
National Religious Party, won nine. Moledet explains on its
Web site that it is “an ideological political party in Israel that
embraces the idea of population transfer,” and it has
formulated a “practical plan” to expel Palestinians to Jordan.
Moledet boasts that it “has successfully raised the idea of
transfer in the public discourse and political arena in both
Israel and abroad” while party cadres are “actively involved in
establishing these facts on the ground, by encouraging the
emigration of displaced and hostile elements from our
Land.”34 Moledet was founded by Rehavam Ze’evi, a retired
Israeli general, who was assassinated by the Popular Front for
the Liberation of Palestine in October 2001 in retaliation for
Israel’s assassination of that group’s leader. “The Arabs of the
West Bank have to be transferred to the land of their
forefathers,” Ze’evi said months before his death, claiming
that they had only recently infiltrated into the country. He
scorned Israeli liberals who labeled him an extremist, accusing
them of hypocrisy: “They forget that Ben-Gurion had a
tougher transfer policy than mine.”35

In September 2004, settlers were among the key founders
of a new organization called the National Jewish Front.
Cofounder Hen Ben Elyahu explained that its platform “calls
for cleansing the region extending from the River Jordan to the
Mediterranean from the Goyim [a sometimes derogatory term
for non-Jews] and thus guaranteeing a Jewish majority of no
less than 90 percent throughout the Land of Israel.”36 And
Gamla, an advocacy group founded by former Israeli military
officers, Knesset members, and settler activists, published
detailed plans for how to carry out the “complete elimination



of the Arab demographic threat to Israel” by forcibly expelling
all Palestinians and demolishing their towns and villages. This,
the plan argued, is “the only possible solution” to the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict and is “substantiated by the
Torah.”37

These parties cannot be easily dismissed. They do not, as
many would claim, occupy only the fringes of Israeli politics.
Rehavam Ze’evi was a cabinet minister at the time of his
assassination, and Israel Beitenu’s surge in the 2006 election
made it a significant player in Israeli coalition politics. The
statements by politicians in favor of transfer are widely cited
among Palestinians as evidence that Israeli leaders still harbor
this intent. Even if most Israeli politicians do not openly
advocate expulsion, their tolerance of those who do is
alarming. The fact is that none of the National Union or Israel
Beitenu leaders have ever been considered beyond the pale by
Israel’s mainstream parties. Between 2001 and late 2004, all
the National Union party leaders served as cabinet ministers, at
times in coalitions with the Labor Party. “An evil spirit is
infiltrating public discourse: the spirit of expulsion,” warned
Israeli historian Tom Segev. “ I’he danger lies when the
possibility of transfer becomes part of the political discourse,
when it seemingly becomes a legitimate subject.”38

Israel’s outspoken Jewish allies in the United States have
failed to condemn—or, by their own admission, even notice—
this advocacy of ethnic cleansing. When asked about the
inclusion of the National Union parties in the Israeli
government after the 2003 election, AIPAC press secretary
Rebecca Needier replied that “Israel’s coalition government is
representative of a true democracy.” Abraham Foxman,
national director of the Anti-Defamation League, which boasts
of “90 years fighting anti-Semitism, bigotry and extremism,”
considered it “an overstatement to say that the [National Union
parties] ran on a platform of transfer,” attributing the position
to the personal views of a few individual members.” However,
Moledet’s Web site, in English and Hebrew, is quite explicit.
At this, Foxman changed tack, arguing that since “transfer”
was not part of the Israeli government’s coalition agreement
there was no reason for the ADL to issue a public comment,



although he himself thought the idea of transfer was
“unacceptable” and “undemocratic.”40

Perhaps in part because of the silence of figures like
Foxman, advocates of ethnic cleansing have made some
inroads in the United States.41 Benny Elon, Ze’evi’s successor
as leader of Moledet, has focused on building long-term
support for expulsion among devout Christians in the United
States. “For the enterprise to survive,” Elon explains, “we need
to gain legitimacy in the minds of the people here in Israel and
in America.” This means playing on Christian fundamentalist
beliefs so that a large segment of the American public comes
to see the Israeli-Palestinian conflict not as a political or
foreign policy question, but as a matter of religious faith, like
opposition to abortion or the teaching of evolution. Moledet
has warm ties with the Christian right and evangelical leaders
including Pat Robertson and Gary Bauer. “In America the
Christians are willing to listen,” explains Elon, and when he
goes to meet with senior congressional leaders, “I am coming
at the request of their constituents and supporters.”42 Elon’s
message has found public support among some U.S.
lawmakers. Oklahoma senator James Inhote told the Senate in
2002 that Israel should not be required to return any of the
territories it captured in 1967,
“because God said so.” Inhofe asserted, “This is not a political
battle at all,” but “a contest over whether or not the word of
God is true.”43 At the height of Israel’s assault on Jenin
refugee camp in early May 2002, then House majority leader
Dick Armey, a Texas Republican, argued forcefully on
national television that he was “content to have Israel grab the
entire West Bank” and that the Palestinians should be
expelled.44 Elon has studied the strategy of the Israeli Peace
Camp in its heyday. He points to Oslo: There is “something
that Yossi Beilin and his crew of suits understood… . Rabin
got stuck on the eleventh round of negotiations on the Madrid
plan in Washington. Beilin was waiting in the wings.” Elon
sees his movement playing a similar role: “When the Road
Map explodes we’ll be waiting with our alternative plan, readv
to execute it on a moment’s notice. That is what I am working
towards.”45



How real is the danger that Elon’s dream could become the
Middle East’s new nightmare? The displacement of some half
a million Lebanese citizens during the Israeli bombing in July
2006 demonstrates the frightening ease with which “transfer”
could be carried out from the point of view of Israeli Jews. In
March 2002, 46 percent favored “transferring” Palestinians
from the occupied territories and 60 percent favored
“encouraging” Palestinian citizens of Israel to leave Israel,
according to a poll by Tel Aviv University’s Jaffee Center for
Strategic Studies.46 Three years later, a poll by Israel’s Dahaf
Institute found that among Jewish Israelis 59 percent agreed
that “the state should encourage Israeli Arabs to emigrate.”47

While the March 2002 poll possibly reflects the immediate
response to bloody events (multiple suicide bombings
occurred in Israel during that month), the consistent support
for such ideas is deeply troubling. The polls reflect the failure
of Israeli and Zionist leaders to condemn and marginalize the
purveyors of such poison.

Yet we can also read the polls in a different way. While
some Israeli Jews certainly harbor implacable hatred for
Palestinians, many, like those Palestinians who say they
support attacks on civilians, are reacting out of anger, trauma,
and frustration at a hardening stalemate. More Israelis will
surely fall into the waiting arms of Elon and company after
disengagement fails to deliver the promised respite, if we are
unable to develop an alternative vision. Israelis and
Palestinians desire hope. As we have seen, all efforts to realize
peace through partition have failed. With the Israeli-
Palestinian deadlock only deepening, how can we justify
refusing to explore other ideas? Let us now turn to a different
vision, one of peace based on reconciliation and universal
human rights.
CHAPTER FOUR

A United, Democratic
State in Palestine-Israel



No eye can see, no ear can hear, no mind can comprehend
what heaven is like.” Rabbi Yohanan Ben Zakkai, writing in
the first century, has gone some way to explain why the human
imagination is more readily able to depict the torments of hell
than the ecstasy of the hereafter. Describing a joint Israeli-
Palestinian state and what it might look like is scarcely any
easier. There is no shortage of arguments as to why such a
state is impossible. But for now, let us put them aside. Instead,
let’s take a fresh look at the situation in Palestine-Israel. Two
peoples are locked in a struggle over legitimate control of the
country and everything implied in that control. On both sides
the ideals are so strongly held that rather than change them to
fit the reality of the situation, both peoples propose solutions
to change the reality. This is essentially what all the two-state
plans have attempted to do: Shift some settlers here, force
Palestinians over there, bridge this unbridgeable wedge of
land, keep refugees far away, and hope that with enough walls
and security forces an edifice built on injustice, expulsion,
inadequate resources, and discrimination can be kept from
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What if we took a different approach? What if we accept that,
today, Israelis and Palestinians inhabit the same country and
that any attempt to separate them has only exacerbated the
conflict because partition requires each side to give up more
than it is able. What if we tried to join them together instead in
a single democratic state?

Creating a single state with equal rights for Israeli Jews
and Palestinians could in theory resolve the most intractable
issues: the fate of Israeli settlements built since 1967, the
rights of Palestinian refugees, and the status of Jerusalem.
What if an Israeli Jew who wanted to live in Hebron, or a
Palestinian who chose to move to Tel Aviv or Jaffa, was
simply able to do so? For Israeli Jews, the key goals of
Zionism would be realized: If not a monopoly on power, they
would have a permanent, protected, and vibrant national
presence in all of Israel-Palestine, as partners and equals, not



as occupiers. Palestinians, for their part, would gain the rights
they are currently denied. The obstacles are formidable,
particularly those related to private property and
compensation. But precedents do exist, and I believe these
issues would be much easier to deal with in the context of
national reconciliation.
The idea of a single state in Palestine-Israel is not a new one
and has its antecedents among both Palestinians and Zionists.
In the pre-state Zionist movement a small but prominent group
of intellectuals, including the founding president of the
Hebrew University, Judah Magnes, and philosophers Martin
Buber and
Hannah Arendt argued staunchly against partition. Magnes
predicted that partition would be impractical and bound to lead
to further conflict because it could ultimately satisfy neither
community. Buber, who moved to Palestine from Nazi
Germany in 1938, warned that the Zionist program “to create a
Jewish majority’” was fatally flawed and would mean “war—
real war—with our neighbors, and also with the whole Arab
nation: for what nation will allow itself to be demoted from the
position of majority to that of a minority without a fight?”1

In 1947, the Ihud (Union) association, uniting many of
these thinkers, published a book arguing for “an undivided
binational Palestine composed of two equal nationalities, Jews
and Arabs.” The state would have equal representation of Jews
and Arabs throughout the government.2 Buber supported a
single state conjoining the Arab and Jewish communities that
would be imbued with “complete equality of rights between
the two partners, disregarding the changing numerical
relationship between them; and with joint sovereignty founded
upon these principles—such an entity would provide both
peoples with all that they truly need. If such a state were
established, neither people would have to fear any longer
domination of the other through numerical superiority.”3 With
hindsight, the warnings from those like Buber and Magnes
appear prophetic, but at the time their proposed solutions stood
no chance of wider support. Most Zionists insisted on Jewish
sovereignty and were simply not interested in the kind of
partnership they were discussing. Palestinians, for their part,



saw Buber and others as being part of the Zionist movement
that was colonizing Palestine and saw no reason why they
should share equal power with recent arrivals who were still a
minority and whose intention they feared was to take over the
entire country. When in 1925 Buber had, along with a number
of other prominent Zionist and Jewish intellectuals in the
peace group Brith Shalom (Covenant of Peace), called for
“mutual social relations on the basis of absolute political
equality of two culturally autonomous peoples,”4 the Jewish
population in Palestine was just over 80,000—a mere tenth of
the total population.

The call for a single state reemerged years later from within
the Palestinian national movement in the 1960s when
Palestinians had begun to regroup after the traumatic dispersal
of 1948 and organize under their own leadership. They had
started to grapple with the reality that any liberation strategy
required them to have some position on the fate of Israelis, or
“Jewish settlers,” as they were often called. In 1969, Golda
Meir infamously stated that “[tjhere were no such thing as
Palestinians” and asserted, “It was not as though there was a
Palestinian people in Palestine considering itself as a
Palestinian people and we came and threw them out and took
their country away from them. They did not exist.”5 Such
widely held views constituted a major obstacle for
Palestinians, even those who could foresee reconciliation.
Recognition had to be reciprocal and the notion of recognizing
Israel’s “right to exist,” while Israeli leaders denied the
existence of Palestinians, was simply unthinkable. But within
the PLO there was a serious and wide-ranging debate about
how to conceive of a future relationship with the Jews in
Palestine, and positions, both official and unofficial, evolved
markedly from total rejection to acceptance. The stance
eventually adopted by the PLO, which involved compromises
between
many different factions, did not reflect the depth of thinking
that went on. For example, a leader of the PLO’s dominant
Fatah faction argued in 1969 that:

[t]here is a large Jewish population in Palestine and it has
grown considerably in the last twenty years. We recognize



that it has the right to live there and that it is part of the
Palestinian people. We reject the formula that the Jews
must be driven into the sea. If we are fighting a Jewish state
of a racial kind, which had driven the Arabs out of their
lands, it is not so as to replace it with an Arab state which
would in turn drive out the Jews. What we want to create in
the historical borders of Palestine is a multiracial
democratic state … a state without any hegemony, in which
everyone, Jew, Christian or Muslim will enjoy full civic
rights.6

The PLO did ultimately adopt the goal of a secular, democratic
state in all Palestine as its official stance. Yet the dominant
view in the Palestinian resistance movement in the 1960s was
that armed struggle was the only way to liberate Palestine, and
that there could be no negotiation or compromise with the
“Zionist leaders.” This was in line with other anticolonial and
revolutionary movements of the period but it meant there was
no strategy to appeal directly to, or build alliances with,
segments of the Israeli population. The constraints,
compromises, and revolutionary rhetoric of the time meant
that the PLO never developed a clear and persuasive vision for
a democratic state that could present a credible challenge to
Zionism’s insistence on the necessity of a Jewish monopoly.
Eventually, under international pressure, the PLO abandoned
its earlier positions, sought negotiations with Israel, and
accepted the notion of partition, which thus far has meant at
best Palestinian autonomy under overall Israeli control. But if
a single state was unthinkable in the past, many of the
conditions that made it so have changed. Perhaps the most
important is that the majority of Israelis and Palestinians now
understand that the other community is here to stay.
The main attraction of a single-state democracy is that it
allows all the people to live in and enjoy the entire country
while preserving their distinctive communities and addressing
their particular needs. It offers the potential to deterritorialize
the conflict and neutralize demography and ethnicity as a
source of political power and legitimacy. There are many ways
to imagine how such a state might be constituted. It could, for
instance, be a federation or a unitary state; it could adopt a



parliamentary or presidential system. I do not intend to lay out
here a detailed constitution, but simply to give some
preliminary consideration to what an Israel-Palestine state
might look like, in the hope that this will invite broader
discussion. But for this single state to prosper, it would have to
rest on common values and its chosen structure be able to
fulfill a clear set of functions and goals. What follows are eight
principles for the one-state solution, rooted in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and informed by such worthy
models as the Belfast Agreement signed by parties to the
conflict in Northern Ireland:

1. The power of the government shall be exercised
with rigorous impartiality on behalf of all the people
in the diversity of their identities and traditions and
shall be founded on the principles of full respect for
and equality of civil, political, social, and cultural
rights, and of freedom from discrimination for all
citizens, women and men, and of parity of esteem
and of just and equal treatment for the identity,
ethos, and aspirations of all communities.
2. The constitution recognizes that the state is
formed by the free and consenting union of two
principal national communities, Israeli Jews and
Palestinians, which each have multiple subcultures,
shared histories, and sometimes irreconcilable
narratives binding them to the country. Citizens of
the state can call it a Jewish state or a Palestinian
state if they wish to identify it as such. It will be both
equally, simultaneously, and without contradiction. It
is possible to be a full citizen of the state without
belonging to either of these communities.
3. The state, recognizing the distinctive identities of
the national communities who live in it, supports
their linguistic and cultural traditions and
production, all of which are part of the cultural
wealth of the country. The state has mechanisms for
national communities to exercise autonomy in
decision-making related to language, education,
culture, and other matters, but which do not foster



interethnic competition, discrimination, or
separatism.
4. The state guarantees the freedom of religion and
worship of every citizen and does not interfere in the
affairs of religious communities. The state is neutral
among religious groups and any state funding for
religious schools or other institutions is distributed in
a nondiscriminatory, transparent, and equitable
manner.
5. While it is recognized that victims have a right to
remember their history and to contribute to a
changed society, the state enables all its citizens to
participate in developing shared public spaces and
symbols, as well as celebrations of common
citizenship and identity that can be inclusive of
people from every community.
6. The state recognizes that Israeli Jews have a
special relationship with Jewish communities outside
the country, and that Palestinians and Israeli Jews of
Arab origin are connected to the broader Arab world
and to Arab diasporic communities, and that all are
free to maintain and develop these vital
relationships.
7. The state, recognizing that Israel-Palestine is a
focus for adherents of the three monotheistic faiths
all over the world, accepts that it has a special
responsibility to ensure protection and access to all
holy places.
8. The state actively fosters economic opportunity,
social justice, and a dignified life for all its citizens,
and establishes fair and efficient mechanisms to
compensate victims of the conflict and redress
inequalities caused bv unjust practices in the past.

These principles attempt to balance the need and desire for
cultural autonomy and self-determination that many Israeli
Jews and Palestinians feel with the need for a government that
does not encourage ethnic or territorial competition, promotes
interaction among all its citizens, and protects the rights of



everyone, including those who choose not to identify with a
particular national group. We now have to imagine structures
that can give effect to these principles, and here it is
particularly useful to look at some of the solutions developed
by democratic countries that have successfully managed long-
standing conflicts over rights and power between ethnic,
religious, and linguistic communities, such as Canada,
Belgium, South Africa, and India?

Belgium today is generally dismissed as a boring country
where little happens. Palestine-Israel should be so lucky. In
fact, Belgium offers some important lessons. Its modern
history has been bedeviled by bitter conflict and rivalry
between its main communities, Flemish people in the north of
the country, who speak Dutch, and Walloons in the south, who
speak French. The conflict originated after Belgium gained
independence in 1830. During the state’s first century, French
speakers held a monopoly on political power, excluding the
vast majority of Dutch speakers from participation in
government and administration. As Flemings became an
absolute majority of the population, and their traditional
involvement in trade rather than manufacturing increasingly
drove the national economy, they began to assert demands for
full rights and recognition. A conflict that began over language
gradually developed ethnic-cultural dimensions and hardened
into a seemingly irreconcilable confrontation. As
Flemish nationalism grew, it was mirrored by Walloons, who
feared that their economic and demographic decline made
them vulnerable to Flemish domination.

The acrimony between the two communities dominated
Belgian politics throughout the twentieth century, and the
country often experienced unstable government and on rare
occasions violence, amid threats from politicians in one or the
other community to seek secession. This move could quickly
turn an effort to divide the country into a civil war. To defuse
the conflict and keep the country together, Belgium has in
recent decades undertaken a gradual process of constitutional
reform, transforming the state from a unitary to a federal form.
There is a national federal government with responsibility for
the economy, social security, foreign affairs, and other matters.



In addition, the country is divided into three self-governing
regions, the Flemish region, which is officially Dutch
speaking, the Walloon region, which is officially French
speaking, and the Brussels-Capital region, composed of
nineteen officially bilingual communes. This transformation is
instructive for Israelis and Palestinians.

In a democracy, a national government is expected to
represent and serve all its citizens impartially. The earliest
elections held under a simple one-person, one-vote
majoritarian system might produce a well-balanced parliament
in terms of Israeli Jewish and Palestinian members, but in the
long run, as the population shifts, more Arabs would likely be
elected. Given the history of antagonism, Israeli Jews may
well fear discrimination as the new minority population.
Separate Jewish and Arab voter rolls or candidate lists would
be one way to solve the problem.
But in addition to being complex, such measures would run
fundamentally counter to the notion of “one person, one vote.”

Ultimately it is to be hoped that the Palestinian-Jewish
divide does not remain the principal fault line in the political
system. It seems likely that left to their own devices most
Palestinians would vote for Arab-dominated parties and most
Jews would vote for Jewish-dominated parties. But there are
good reasons to believe that over time such distinctions can
diminish and broad cross-national coalitions could form over
economic, environmental, educational, and other concerns.
Both Israeli Jewish and Palestinian societies are highly
diverse, which makes it difficult to predict the sorts of
alliances that would emerge. Within Israel a significant
number of Arab voters have traditionally supported the Labor
Party for economic and social policy reasons despite its
alienating Zionist ideology. Palestinian citizens of Israel make
up 22 percent of Labor Party members and form the largest
single constituency among the party’s various blocs, their
numbers increasing from 14,600 members in 2002 to 21,500 in
2005.9 There is also a strong tradition of joint Arab-Jewish
parties on the far left that can set an example. One can imagine
that Palestinian and Israeli business interests might well come
together to form rightist groupings, while parties representing



economically and socially excluded Israeli Jews and
Palestinians would find common ground (the socioeconomic
disparities among Jewish communities in Israel are
formidable). It is also not impossible to imagine conservative
Muslim and Jewish parties forming alliances to lobby for
common concerns. This is the future; in the beginning it might
be necessary to design a system that promotes balanced
representation without compromising the principle that
citizens are not distinguished by ethnicity when it comes to
electing a national government. In this, Belgium sets an
important and cautionary example.

About 60 percent of Belgium’s population lives in the
Flemish region, while the once politically dominant Walloons
comprise about a third. At the federal level, Belgium has a
parliamentary system with universal suffrage. There are eleven
multimember geographic electoral districts to which seats are
allocated based on population. This means that the Flemish
region elects about 60 percent of the seats in parliament (88
out of 150 at the 2003 general election). It has long been a
convention, however, that the federal government should have
an equal number of Dutchspeaking and French-speaking
ministers who take decisions by consensus, and it became a
constitutional requirement in the early 1990s. Other “alarm
bell” procedures in the Belgian constitution include a
mechanism to hold up decisions opposed by three-quarters of
the people in either community. The Palestinian Authority
elections included a quota ensuring that Christians were voted
into at least a certain proportion of seats, so the principle of
implementing special protections to ensure adequate
representation has found some acceptance among Palestinians.

Belgian political parties are unilingual and run candidates
only in their own regions, a peculiarity that stems from the
near linguistic homogeneity of the populations in each area.
Israeli Jews and Palestinians may actually be better positioned
to develop truly cross-community politics. The Belgian model
shows that it is possible to build modest safeguards that are
compatible with a modern one-person, one-vote democracy.
There are any number of ways to devise such a system, the key
goal being to provide the minimal necessary reassurance that



state power will not be abused by one community to dominate
another. These arrangements could be transitional, long-term,
or, as in Belgium, permanent.

Overall, Belgium’s continuous process of constitutional
reform has led to the decline of separatist sentiment in both the
Flemish and Walloon regions.10 But the country’s ethno-
linguistic divisions have by no means disappeared and have to
be actively managed all the time. The words of a professor at
Louvain University railing against Walloon nationalists who
refuse to utter a word of Dutch seemed terribly familiar, as did
his condemnation of Flemings in Brussels who “dream of
‘flemishiz-ing’ the city once and for all, by buying it up piece
by piece and building a wall that is symbolic if not physical”
between its communities.11 Such hostilities cannot be
eliminated by the stroke of a pen, but a constitution can
provide a framework to navigate them, first to stop them from
becoming deadly, and second to create possibilities that might
allow them to heal with time.
Beyond a national government that brings Israeli Jews and
Palestinians together, how could the two communities exercise
substantial autonomy over their own affairs? An obvious
possibility is that the country be divided into self-governing
regions, perhaps one Jewish and one Arab, with Jerusalem,
like Brussels, being administered as a binational region and
capital. Canada, like Belgium, has used federalism to manage
the conflict between French-speaking Quebec and English
Canada, whose history of political domination and
discrimination against Quebeckers generated fierce resistance.
This idea is not new. In 1947, the UN voted to partition
Palestine into separate Arab and Jewish states. However, a
minority proposal from India, Yugoslavia, and Iran suggested
creating a federal state with autonomous Arab and Jewish
regions. However, while the main communities in Belgium
and Canada have fought over political power and rights, there
are no significant territorial disputes involved; the boundaries
of the Flemish and Walloon regions, for example, are not
seriously contested as long as there is no threat of outright
secession by any community. For this reason, it is possible to
maintain a federation between well-defined and largely



homogenous territorial entities.12 The attempt to create a
federation in Palestine-Israel, where agreement on any kind of
territorial partition has been impossible and the populations are
at once segregated but territorially intertwined, might invite
the communities back to feuding over land. The advantages of
federation that allow maximum autonomy may be outweighed
by the dangers of ongoing territorial conflict and demographic
manipulation. Addressing these concerns, Meron Benvenisti,
Israeli geographer and former deputy mayor of Jerusalem, has
argued that a “bizonal” federated republic with no fences or
walls between its constituent Palestinian and Israeli regions is
a model worthy of study.13

Another structure used in Belgium may provide a way to
benefit from the advantages of federalism while minimizing
the risk of renewed territorial strife. In addition to federal and
regional layers of government with jurisdictions over specific
territories, Belgium has a parallel system of “community
government.” The constitution recognizes that the country is
made up of three communities: Dutch speakers, French
speakers, and German speakers. Each group is entitled to elect
a community government with its own parliament and
executive that has responsibility in education, culture,
language, and even international relations in some spheres.14

An Israeli Jewish community government along these lines,
for example, could be responsible for Jewish education,
Hebrew language media, support for Hebrew and Jewish arts,
and relations with Jewish communities outside the country. A
system combining nonterritorial community governments,
alongside a national government representing all citizens, it
carefully crafted, could provide the basis for a stable, peaceful,
and prosperous country.
While the structure of government might draw on a number of
useful models, many of the key challenges to an Israeli-
Palestinian state are unique and specific. Palestinian refugee
rights are one such challenge and they have proved an
insurmountable obstacle to a two-state solution. Most
Palestinians refuse to contemplate abandoning the right of
those who were expelled or fled from their homes in 1947—49
or subsequently to return and receive compensation if they



choose. Israeli Jews have adamantly and almost unanimously
rejected this right because of the obvious demographic
implications for the continued existence of a Jewish state. The
Law of Return, which is an Israeli policy not grounded in any
international law, allows anyone the state recognizes as a Jew
to gain citizenship in the country. This law is viewed as racist
by Palestinians because while a Jew, born, say, in Argentina,
can “return” to a country she has never visited, a Palestinian
refugee born in Jaffa and all her descendants are condemned to
permanent exile. Although the dangers faced by Jews around
the world have clearly diminished, the Law of Return should
nonetheless be preserved in order to recognize the special
connection Jewish communities have with Israeli Jews. This
relationship has been complex and contentious, but its
resolution should be left to those involved in it. If any Jew
wishes to immigrate to the country and help build it, she
should be welcomed.

As for the rights of Palestinian refugees, implementing
them is a necessary part of justice and reconciliation. The right
of return belongs to Palestinian refugees as individuals and it
is not for other Palestinians or Israelis to seek to abolish it.’5

As of March 2005, there were 4.2 million Palestinian refugees
registered to receive services from UNRWA, the United
Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in
the Near East, which has provided basic health, education, and
employment to Palestinian refugees for nearly sixty years.
Nearly “00,000 of these refugees live in the West Bank, and
some I million in the Gaza Strip (almost 80 percent of Gaza’s
population). The remaining 2.6 million UNRWA-registered
refugees live in Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria. Estimates vary for
the number of Palestinians who are either unregistered
refugees or who live as exiles, immigrants, and citizens in
other countries.

It is impossible to predict how many Palestinians would
want to return, but it is unlikely to be all of them. For many.
return will not be a single act but a process and a relationship.
Palestinians who are well established in Jordan, the United
States, or Canada might want to make annual visits home, or
perhaps retire in their family’s ancestral village or in a



condominium on the seafront. Certainly many refugees,
particularly those in refugee camps in Lebanon, will want to
return permanently. This is a right recognized in international
law and it is difficult to imagine an end to the conflict without
the refugees being able to exercise it.

Israel has gained practical experience absorbing large
numbers of immigrants, experience that will be needed to
make that return successful. It cannot be haphazard but must
be organized and planned using all the available resources and
knowledge along with significant international aid. According
to Palestinian geographer Salman Abu-Sitta, the author of
extensive analyses of the country’s geography and
demography, the areas from which the majority of Palestinian
refugees originated are inhabited by “only 1.5 percent of the
Israeli population,” while “90 percent of [former Palestinian]
village sites are still vacant today.”16 Abu-Sitta has argued on
this basis that return is feasible for most rural Palestinians and
can be carried out without displacing Israelis.17 With respect to
the major cities, Abu-Sitta has argued that there is sufficient
space for those Palestinians wishing to return to build new
homes on “city land without necessarily evicting the present
Jewish occupants as done by Israel to the Palestinians in
1948,” allowing “returnees to live in harmony with the present
Jewish inhabitants.”18 For decades Israel has neglected to
develop the largely Arab-populated but sparse Galilee and
Negev areas, having concentrated so much of its resources on
military spending and settling the West Bank. These regions
could be developed with new towns both for returning
refugees and for other citizens of the country.

Every year for over five decades, the United Nations has
reaffirmed Resolution 194, which demands that “refugees
wishing to return to their homes and live in peace with their
neighbors should be permitted to do so at the earliest
practicable date, and that compensation should be paid for the
property of those choosing not to return and for loss or damage
to property. …” It is clear that under international law, the
right of return comes with an obligation that all returning
refugees be ready to live in peace. This aspect is just as
important as return itself. Preserving the Law of Return, as a



gesture to the Jewish citizens of the country, and respecting the
right of return will be a symbolic and practical affirmation that
the new state is simultaneously the Jewish state and the
Palestinian state, and that it fulfills the aspirations of both
peoples and recognizes their equality.
One of the toughest problems any peace settlement will have
to address is the competing claims over property. This would
likely be at the top of the agenda of any transitional regime. In
the Palestinian exodus of 1947—49 hundreds of thousands of
people lost all their property, including farms, orchards, stores,
and fully furnished houses. Entire villages were emptied.
Many of these villages were later destroyed by Israel both to
prevent return of the residents and to erase the fact of their
existence. In the major cities like Jerusalem, Haifa, and Acre,
much of the property was seized under the Absentee Property
Law (1950) and handed over to the Jewish National Fund,
which allocates it exclusively to Jews. As Jewish immigrants
and refugees flooded into Israel in its first years, the
government settled people in these homes. After 1967, a
similar process began in East Jerusalem and the rest of the
occupied territories, as Israel began to seize Palestinian-owned
land for settlement building and more recently for construction
of the separation wall and the exclusion zone around it. The
issue of property is closely tied to the question of the rights of
refugees, and no doubt many Israelis currently oppose the
return of Palestinians not only because of the tear tor their
safety and of the effect on the country’s demographics, but
because they might lay claim to homes and lands that have
been inhabited by Israeli Jews tor decades. The problem is
difficult but not insoluble, and any political settlement that
tries to avoid this issue can only store up more bitterness in the
long run.

A just and stable solution must by definition settle property
claims fairly and transparently through compensation and,
where achievable within the context of reconciliation,
restitution. It is impossible to simply rewind the clock of
history, and as hard as it is, a great many Palestinians will have
to face the reality that the properties they left behind no longer
exist, in which case they will have to accept compensation. In



other cases, it may not be in the public interest to allow return
to original properties. Such painful decisions can only be made
by a democratic government operating according to principles
of strict nondiscrimination and seeking the good of the entire
population, not just part of it. Impartial bodies could be set up
to adjudicate claims, and a commitment made by all that no
one will be left destitute by the process. Once there is a
commitment to equality and a system for enforcing rights, it is
possible to devise many solutions that do justice without
creating new victims. The challenge will be to allow
individuals to seek redress, while giving social reconciliation
the best chance of succeeding.

In the 1950s, hundreds of thousands of Arab Jews who
immigrated to Israel were deprived of their property in Arab
countries, particularly Iraq and Egypt. Some pro-Israel
organizations have tried to use this fact to claim that an
“exchange of populations” took place that in effect invalidates
the Palestinian right to return or to reclaim property. This
argument makes a mockery of the principles of refugee and
property rights, because it conceives of people not as
individual human beings with inherent right, but treats them
according to a nineteenthcentury perspective in which
individuals are merely members of ethnonational groups who
can be pushed across borders to suit the political interests of
states. The argument is also somewhat disingenuous because
the emigration, sometimes in an atmosphere of coercion of
Jews from Arab countries, which occurred after the 1947—49
exodus of Palestinians, was welcomed by the Zionist
movement, which would not have been content had Israel’s
own population remained small while large numbers of Jews
lived elsewhere in the Arab world. The correct response to the
tragedy of Arab Jews being forced from their homes is to
support their right to return, restitution, and compensation on
exactly the same basis as we should support those rights for
Palestinians. Advocating for the rights of its
Israeli Jewish citizens who have been unjustly deprived of
property in the Arab world or anywhere else should be part of
the policy of a joint Israeli-Palestinian state.



The settlements Israel has built in the occupied territories
since 1967 are related to property claims. A major obstacle to
the establishment of a Palestinian state, most settlements could
simply remain where they are in a unified country. Palestinians
whose land was confiscated for the use of settlements would
need to receive full compensation, and the relationship of the
settlements to other communities would have to change
completely. They would become ordinary towns, and
Palestinian towns and cities and other Israeli towns long
deprived of resources would have to gain access to the kinds
of funding for development and infrastructure that were long
reserved for the settlements. The state would have to introduce
modern laws ensuring nondiscrimination in housing to end the
decades-old Israeli system of establishing w’hat are in effect
Jewish-only areas. It is likely that the majority of Israeli Jews
and Palestinians would continue to live close to those with
whom they identify, but there can be no legal impediment to
people living where they want to.
The fundamental pillar of a peaceful, democratic Israeli-
Palestinian society is an effective educational system: In every
society the education system is used to try to instill in children
the values and identity of their community. But here we would
start from a very difficult and unequal situation. Currently,
within Israel’s 1948 borders, Jewish and Arab children attend
separate and unequal schools. Palestinian citizens of Israel
have long complained that the curriculum their children must
study emphasizes Zionist values to which they can never
aspire because those values only include Jews. They also feel
that the curriculum distorts and downplays Arab and
Palestinian history.19 But it is in the disparities in funding
where Israeli discrimination is most starkly visible. A Human
Rights Watch study found that the consistently inferior funding
and support received by Arab schools meant that, “by virtually
every measure, Palestinian Arab children receive an inferior
education to their counterparts in the Jewish public education
system.”20 Another study found that excluding teacher salaries,
schools in central and northern Israel had on average $1,097 to
spend for each Jewish child, while Arab schools had just $191
for each of their students. In the south of the country, there was



just $60 spent per Arab child, while the state spent $1,535 per
capita on the children of Jewish settlers in the West bank.21

Palestinian children in the occupied West Bank and Gaza
Strip attend schools operated either by UNRWA or the
Palestinian Authority. Conditions for these children are
considerably worse even than those for Palestinian citizens of
Israel. Due to the desperate lack of resources, average class
sizes range from forty to fifty pupils per teacher, and in the
West Bank and Gaza Strip, most schools operate double shifts.
The challenge to reverse this legacy is compounded by the
damaging effects of the occupation. Indeed UNRWA
underlines that its work in the occupied territories is carried
out under particularly difficult conditions because

[c]hildren’s learning and the education system as a whole
have been severely disrupted by armed conflict, closures,
curfews and access problems since the start of the intifada.
A total of I2l pupils have been killed and 1,532 injured as a
result of direct military action. In some instances, pupils
have been killed or injured while in class.

Hundreds of thousands of teaching days have been lost.22

At the same time, the Israeli government and U.S.-based
pro-Israel groups have consistently claimed that Palestinian
schools, particularly the textbooks they use, teach anti-Israeli
and anti-Semitic “incitement” on a wide scale. U.S. politicians
seeking to curry favor with pro-Israel constituencies have
picked up this mantra. New York senator Hillary Clinton, for
example, boasted in her address to the 2005 convention of
AIPAC, “I stood with my friend, Elie Wiesel, to denounce this
incitement, this violence, this anti-Semitism in Palestinian
textbooks” and scolded, “How do we expect to have a
democratically elected Palestinian government if their
textbooks are still preaching such hatred, and if we allow this
dehumanizing rhetoric to go unchallenged?”

What are the facts? Until the past few years, Palestinian
students in the West Bank used the Jordanian government
curriculum, because this was the status quo at the time of the
occupation, while in Gaza, Egyptian textbooks were used.
Since the mid-1990s, the Palestinian Authority has been



creating its own textbooks, and probably no school curriculum
development project has been as closely monitored by
outsiders. The fact is that every serious study of Palestinian
textbooks has found the claims of “incitement” to be utterly
baseless. An independent study of Palestinian textbooks by
Professor Nathan Brown of George Washington University in
2001 noted that “virtually every discussion in English on
Palestinian education repeats the charge that Palestinian
textbooks incite students against Jews and Israel.” Brown
states that “[i]t may therefore come as a surprise to readers that
the books authored under the PNA [Palestinian National
Authority] are largely innocent of these charges. What is more
remarkable than any statements they make on the subject is
their silence—the PNA-authored books often stubbornly avoid
treating anything controversial regarding Palestinian national
identity, forcing them into awkward omissions and gaps.”23

A series of studies conducted by the Israel/Palestine Center
for Research and Information (IPCRI) came to a similar
conclusion and found that the new books promote tolerance,
peace and conflict resolution, critical thought, and open-
mindedness.24 “A Study of the Impact of the Palestinian
Curriculum,” commissioned by the Belgian Technical
Cooperation at the end of 2004, and conducted by education
experts Dr. Roger Avenstrup and Dr. Patti Swarts, confirmed
that these peace-oriented values were present throughout the
Palestinian curriculum, but the authors concluded that

[i]n the light of the debate stirred by accusations of
incitement to hatred and other criticisms of the Palestinian
textbooks, there is no evidence at all of that happening as a
result of the curriculum. What is of great concern to
students, teachers and parents alike is that although they
wish it, students find it difficult to accept peace and conflict
resolution as a solution to the conflict, and teachers find it
difficult to teach, while soldiers and settlers are shooting in
the streets and in schools, and checkpoints have to be
braved every day. It would seem that the occupation is the
biggest constraint to the realization of these values in the
Palestinian curriculum.25



The growing anger and resistance generated by the occupation
as well as a history of inadequate schools will stand as
extraordinary obstacles to effective education. The picture is
not entirely bleak, however: Both Israeli and Palestinian
societies have historically placed enormous emphasis on
education. Israel has done this by handsomely funding Israeli
Jewish schools and developing world-class universities, while
Palestinians traditionally have had to rely on themselves, with
families often investing all their savings to send their children
to universities overseas. For Palestinians, as it was for
generations of persecuted Jews in Europe, the quest for
education has been a means to escape the limits imposed by an
unjust world.

What would education look like in a new democratic state?
Clearly, an immediate correction in the enormous disparities in
resources is required. All children must be entitled to the same
standards of education. In the short run, each Israeli school
could, where practical, be twinned with a nearby Palestinian
school to share some facilities, and to provide early, positive
contact among children who would together learn the values of
a joint society. Immediate steps would need to be taken to
reform curricula that denigrate anv community, including
Israeli Jewish texts that distort or exlude Palestinian history. In
the long term, the society would have to decide whether Israeli
Jews and Palestinians would attend separate schools defined
by languages, as in Belgium and Quebec, or whether to
implement a bilingual system. Nevertheless, any system must
provide opportunities for Israeli Jewish and Palestinian
children to learn and play together, and ultimately to get to
know and trust each other as citizens of the same country.

Integration along the American model has largely failed. In
the United States, school integration proceeded from the
correct premise that each child has equal rights and must
receive an adequate education regardless of the child’s race or
ethnicity. This necessary principle is insufficient to ensure
equal chances in life and to educate students to become
citizens who share common values and mutual respect.
Children come from diverse cultural backgrounds and unless
this is recognized and supported in the school context, the



values and norms of one culture (usually that which has been
or remains economically and politically dominant) will
continue to marginalize and exclude children of other cultures,
even if nominally all children have the same rights. In Israel-
Palestine this would mean recognizing that Palestinian and
Israeli Jewish children have distinct heritages and that their
parents will want to see their own languages, cultures, and
religions persist and flourish.

Innovative models exist. The European School of Brussels
in Uccle, which I attended, is one such example. Founded in
1953 as the first of ten such schools now in operation
throughout the European Union, the school was originally
established to allow the children of functionaries of the New
European Coal and Steel Community (the forerunner of the
EU) to be educated in their own languages. The school uses a
curriculum that is in effect the highest common denominator
of the national curricula ot each of the member states and is
taught in all the languages of the European Union. Each
student belongs to a language section in which she is taught
basic courses like literature and writing, mathematics, and the
sciences. It is normal to study at least two additional
languages. In the secondary grades, courses like history and
geography, music, art, and physical education are taught in a
second language. The miracle of the school is that it creates a
situation where everyone understands what it means to be in a
minority. Every child gains the experience of mixing with
others as the norm, not the exception, and on the whole, the
system works.

In fact, something similar is already being attempted in
Israel. Established in 1997, the Hand in Hand schools
challenge the highly segregated society in which Jewish and
Arab Israelis live by creating institutions that are bilingual and
integrated. Jewish and Arab children learn side by side in
classrooms team-taught by two teachers, one Arab and one
Israeli Jewish. Each teacher speaks exclusively in his or her
mother tongue, “assuring that pupils’ primary linguistic role
model is a native speaker.”26 The schools attempt to take this
classroom dynamic and extend it to the wider community by
involving the children’s families in decision making and



hosting programs to promote coexistence, including lectures,
film series, language classes, dialogue groups, and holiday
events. As challenging as the schools’ mission has been, a
reflection from a parent who was a member of the school
steering committee inspires hope: “[Integration has been
difficult, but it has always been easier for the children than for
the adults.”27 The Hand in Hand schools started with one site
and fifty children; by 2006, there were three schools with
nearly seven hundred children, and the program continues to
grow rapidly. These efforts can also benefit from lessons
learned from initiatives to integrate schools in Northern
Ireland.28 Such initiatives demonstrate that Palestinian-Israeli,
and Muslim, Christian, and Jewish cooperation, which existed
in Palestine’s past, can be re-created in the future. There would
be no better way to produce peace and justice than to teach our
children how to practice it toward each other, and by
demonstrating it toward them by ending the disparities in the
current situation.
Multicultural and multireligious societies face particular
challenges constituting legal systems. The principle of equality
before the law suggests the need for a uniform legal code. In
practice, many countries, including Israel, Jordan, and India,
have mixed legal systems. There is a uniform criminal and
civil law and an independent judiciary to which all persons are
subject. However, when it comes to matters of “personal
status,” such as marriage, divorce, adoption, and inheritance,
different religious communities often apply their own systems.
In India, for example, Muslims and Christians have their own
laws covering these matters, while Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists,
and others apply a version of Hindu law. This system was
inherited from the colonial period, and after India gained
independence, its constitution included the goal of eventually
establishing a “uniform civil code.” In practice, Indians have
preferred the status quo because the prospect of change
remains highly contentious. Similar systems, bequeathed by
former imperial rulers, exist in Jordan and the occupied
territories for Muslims and Christians, and in Israel for
Muslims, Christians, and Jews. Given the long-standing
acceptance of such mixed systems dealing with personal status



among both Israelis and Palestinians, there is a case for
continuity, rather than immediately seeking radical change.
However, there has long been agitation within the Israeli
Jewish secular majority against Orthodox Judaism’s monopoly
over control of personal status issues. It is not inconceivable to
imagine Jews, Muslims, and Christians forming a joint
constituency of reform in this area, particularly with respect to
women’s rights.

Can we also imagine new symbols with which the
communities in the country, once bitterly at odds, can all
identify? It will take time and effort for such symbols to
evolve. The temporary flag for the new South Africa, which
incorporated the symbolic colors of the country’s different
communities, including the orange of the Afrikaners, proved
so popular that it was adopted permanently. Palestinians and
Israelis will have to create such symbols of their own. To take
one example, May 15, the date in 1948 that marked the end of
the British Mandate, could be chosen as the day for a new
constitution to become effective, a new beginning for
everyone. Postapartheid South Africa, in another example, has
adopted two national anthems.

And what will this country be called? Whenever I speak to
an audience about one Palestinian-Israeli state, I know I have
made a breakthrough when someone asks me that question. It
means he has taken the leap to thinking about the practical
realities and is imagining a common future. The reality
regarding names is that “Israel” and “Palestine” are dear to
those who use them and they should not be abandoned. The
country could be called Yisrael-Falastin in Hebrew and
Filastin-Isra’il in Arabic. We shall just have to toss a coin to
decide whether “Israel” or “Palestine” will come first in the
English version of the name. In day-to-day speech, people will
most likely say “Israel” or “Palestine,” as they do now, but in
all official documents and pronouncements and in parliament,
the joint name could be used. Perhaps in time, when a more
common identity has developed, some other term will emerge.
All this is a sketch, a suggestion for a shared future for Israelis
and Palestinians in a society that is democratic and tolerant,
where two peoples who have fought for decades agree on rules



that all can live by. There is no end of reasons to be skeptical
that either group can ever be convinced to follow such a path.
Where then can we find hope? There is some hope among
some Israelis and Palestinians, and I will explore that. But
first, I want to look at South Africa, an example of a country
where two groups who had fought each other to a stalemate
and were staring into the abyss of endless civil war chose an
amazing path of reconciliation.
CHAPTER FIVE



Learning from South
Africa

On May 10, 1994, watching Nelson Mandela take the oath as
president of South Africa, F. W. de Klerk, the outgoing
president of the apartheid regime, reflected on his Afrikaner
ancestors. “The dream they had dreamt of being free and
separate people, with their own right to national self-
determination in their own national state in southern Africa”
was, de Klerk recounted, “the ideal to which I myself had
clung until I Anally concluded, after a long process of deep
introspection, that, if pursued, it would bring disaster to all the
peoples of our country, including my own.”1 The ability of
white South Africans to make this once unthinkable transition
prevented an endless civil war. What made the change much
easier was that the African National Congress (ANC), headed
by Nelson Mandela, simultaneously led the internal and global
resistance to apartheid and white minority rule, while
constructively addressing white fears about the postapartheid
future.

Drawing parallels between Israel-Palestine and apartheid
South Africa makes some people very uncomfortable, as I
learned a few years ago when I spoke on a panel with Rabbi
Arnold
Wolf, a highly regarded Chicago community leader and early
proponent of a Palestinian state among liberal American Jews.
I compared arguments that were made to shield Israel from
international criticism to those used to justify the actions of
apartheid South Africa. Wolf was incensed. “The analogy is



despicable,” he roared. “The situation was never like it was in
South Africa.”2 His reaction is not surprising. Mandela himself
observed that with the exception of Hitler’s genocide against
the Jews, “there is no evil that has been so condemned by the
entire world as apartheid.”3 Few people, let alone Jewish
supporters of Israel, want to be placed in the same league.
Many liberal Zionists were active in the antiapartheid struggle
and cannot accept that the Israel they love could have anything
in common with the hated apartheid regime. But my purpose
here is not to argue that Israel is or is not as bad as apartheid
South Africa, nor to deny the differences between the two
situations, but to consider a recent experience where people
with fundamentally incompatible views of history, locked for
centuries in a bitter conflict of unfathomable misery and
suffering, could emerge in peaceful reconciliation. When
asked what he might tell some visiting Israelis, Pik Botha,
foreign minister during the apartheid regime, said, “We could
explain how we overcame our own fear of majority rule and
began to realize that majority rule was something in our
interest in the long term.” If the Israelis “are interested,” Botha
offered, “we can, in all humility, explain how we came to the
point of transforming our society.”4 Can Israelis and
Palestinians really afford not to learn all the lessons South
Africa may hold?

♦ * ♦

The struggle against apartheid earned the support of the world
because it was waged in the name of universal values. As a
Palestinian, I identified with the antiapartheid struggle and yet
saw beyond its universality specific elements that shed light on
the situation in my own country. Zionist and Afrikaner
histories, for example, reveal strong common themes of
collective identities shaped by memories of expulsion,
persecution, redemption, and rebirth and guided by a single-
minded quest for national survival. To both Zionists and
Afrikaners it is not clear why their view of history and the
conclusions they draw from it are not self-evident to the rest of
the world. Understanding the motivations of Afrikaners
allowed me to gain a certain empathy for Zionists.



The origins of the Afrikaner identity date back to April 6,
1652, when the Dutch East India Company established a
colony on the Cape of Good Hope at the southern tip of
Africa. Nelson Mandela explains that April 6 was “the day
white South Africans annually commemorate[d] the founding
of their country—and Africans revilefd] as the beginning of
three hundred years of enslavement.’’5 This anniversary is
redolent of May 14, the day in 1948 that Israel declared
independence but which Palestinians observe as al-nakba—the
catastrophe—the beginning of their exile and subjugation. In
the late seventeenth century, colonists arrived at the cape from
the Netherlands, Germany, France, and other parts of Europe,
many escaping appalling religious persecution and massacres
in their home countries. In the 1830s, the Afrikaners or Boers
(as these colonists eventually called themselves), chafing
under British rule and in search of more land, set off to
conquer the interior. These arduous journeys on foot and in
covered wagons became known as the Great Treks and ended
with the establishment of three independent republics. During
the Boer Wars in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the British
crushed the Boer republics, generating enduring Afrikaner
bitterness. The “Anglo-Boer War burnt itself into the
collective consciousness of my people, the Afrikaners, like no
other event in our history,” de Klerk has said. The British
scorched-earth policy destroyed farms and killed livestock,
and ended Boer independence. Worst of all, the British
“interned our women and children in what became known as
concentration camps.” (The term “concentration camp” was
first used in this context.) Of the entire Afrikaner population—
a few hundred thousand at the time— tens of thousands are
believed to have died in the camps.6

Afrikaners were determined never again to submit to
foreign rule or forgo their independence and security. In 1910,
the predominantly British-settled colonies of the cape and the
former Boer republics in the interior formed the Union of
South Africa, which excluded all indigenous African peoples,
as well as Indians and other Asians, from any political power.
Then, when the Afrikaner-dominated National Party won the
whites-only general election in 1948, they ushered in a new



era of more formalized discrimination—apartheid. As
Mandela observes, the 1948 Nationalist election victory was,
in the “cosmology” of Afrikaners, “like the Israelites’ journey
to the Promised Land. This was the fulfillment of God’s
promise, and the justification for their view that South Africa
should be a white man’s country forever.”7 Afrikaners
themselves compared the Great Treks to the Israelites’ exodus
from Egvpt, and saw their republics as a “new Israel,” built in
a land redeemed from godless “Canaanites.”8 Out of the
undeniable suffering and trauma of the Boer Wars, Afrikaners
constructed an ideology in which they were in a state of
permanent victimhood. They acted with the belief that God
was on their side in a struggle for selfpreservation against
external forces whose sole motivation was their destruction.
Palestinians see a very similar process in Israel where, says
Oren Yiftachel, a professor of political geography at Ben-
Gurion University of the Negev, the “exclusively Jewish
discourse” ignores the consequences of Zionist practices on
the Palestinians, leaving the latter as a kind of “silent backdrop
or incidental stage setting” to a drama that is seen to have only
Jewish protagonists. It is this blindness, in Yiftachel’s view,
that “allows most Jews to believe to this day the illusion that
they have a ‘Jewish democracy,’ despite the apartheid reality
that is created by Jewish rule before their very eyes.”9

Yiftachel’s point underscores that the national dramas of
Zionists and Afrikaners were performed on stages—the
territories of Palestine and South Africa—that were already
occupied by other people who could fit into the national
narratives of the ruling groups in only one of two ways: In the
first, Africans and Arabs are seen as uncivilized peoples whose
resistance to domination is irrational and motivated by hatred,
thus vindicating the dominant group’s sense of victimization;
in the second, they are a welcoming and willingly subservient
population grateful for the rationalism and superior technology
brought by the newcomers. These views of indigenous peoples
were common to Europeans who settled in North America and
Australasia as well, but the near annihilation of the native
populations in those places eliminated the need to grapple with
the challenge posed by a significant or majority native



community. Indeed, de Klerk is correct when he points out that
at the time of the Boer Wars, “few people in Europe
questioned the right of the brave ‘Boers’ to national self-
determination.” But in the emerging postcolonial world of the
1950s and 1960s—when human rights perspectives had
displaced colonialist rationales—“hardly anyone any longer
acknowledged this right,” although it had been the driving
force of Afrikaner politics throughout the first sixty years of
the twentieth century.”10

Both Zionists and Afrikaners responded to resistance from
the native population by rhetorically reversing the colonial
relationship and claiming that they, not Arabs or Africans,
were the true indigenous people of the country. Their
relationship to British colonial authorities helped bolster this
belief. Traditional Zionist history presents Israel’s 1947-48
war as an anticolonial struggle against the British. Before
Israel was established, armed Zionist groups frequently
attacked British forces and civilians in Palestine. The most
deadly attack in this period occurred on July 22, 1946, when
future Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin’s Irgun
organization bombed the British Mandate headquarters at the
King David Hotel in Jerusalem, killing ninety-one people, the
majority Arab, Jewish, and British civilians. British
restrictions on Jewish immigration during the 1930s also
helped feed Zionist antagonism. In the late 1950s and early
1960s, Israel consciously tried to win recognition in newly
independent African states by claiming to be, like them, the
product of an anticolonial struggle. Likewise, Afrikaners’ deep
bitterness toward the British simmered for decades after the
formation of the Union of South
Africa. But the reality is that in both instances, whatever
antagonisms existed, neither Zionists nor Afrikaners would
have gained control over their countries without the benefit of
British power, which crushed and delegitimized indigenous
resistance on their behalf.”

To the ears of Palestinians or Africans, the justifications of
Zionist and Afrikaner pioneers presented a stark choice:
Submit or disappear. When they refused to do either, conflict
was inevitable. At the heart of both clashes is the fact that



what Israeli Jews and white South Africans tried to erase from
view always remained visible and alive to Palestinians and
Africans. Nelson Mandela recalls a journey through South
Africa in 1955 to organize African National Congress
resistance:

From Durban I drove south along the coast past Port
Shepstone and Port St. Johns, small and lovely colonial
towns that dotted the shimmering beaches fronting the
Indian Ocean. While mesmerized by the beauty of the area,
I w7as constantly rebuked by the buildings and streets that
bear the names of white imperialists who suppressed the
very people whose names belonged there.12

Mandela’s observation is reminiscent of the famous statement
the legendary general Moshe Dayan made in 1969, reviewing
Israel’s achievements in its first twenty years:

Jewish villages were built in the place of Arab villages.
You don’t even know the names of these Arab villages, and
I don’t blame you, because these geography books no
longer exist. Not only do the books not exist, the Arab
villages are not there either. Nahalal arose in the place of
Mahlul, Gvat in the place of Jibta, Sarid in the place of
Haneifa, and Kfar-Yehoshua in the place of Tel-Shaman.
There is not one single place built in this country that did
not have a former Arab population.13

Living in what amounts to a self-contained moral universe in
which the victors are the permanent victims and the “others”
are invisible except as a threat allows Israel—as with apartheid
South Africa—to justify to itself almost any measure. Both
countries have depicted themselves as vulnerable outposts of
Western civilization in “tough neighborhoods,” with the clear
implication that the normal rules observed with more
“civilized” neighbors are a luxury they could not afford.

This shared mentality of survival justifying any means led
to Israel being the closest ally of apartheid South Africa when
it was most isolated internationally. Although Israel kept its
distance officially, it helped South Africa circumvent
international sanctions, engaged in brisk trade, and provided



technological know-how.14 For decades, Israel played a
“crucial role in the survival of the apartheid regime,”
according to Israeli scholar Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi,15

breaking the international arms boycott to become South
Africa’s main foreign arms supplier. The most significant area
of cooperation was that Israel helped the apartheid regime to
develop nuclear weapons.16

I he similarity between some of their own policies and
Israel’s was not lost on apartheid planners, as an incident
recounted by Meron Benvenisti reveals. “I was invited with a
colleague of mine, one of [Moshe] Dayan’s advisers on the
West Bank, to lunch with a South African official on a visit to
Jerusalem,” Benvenisti recalled. “During lunch, we discussed
our work, and the visitor showed great interest in our ideas on
how to improve Israeli-Palestinian relations by leaving the
Palestinians alone to manage their own affairs. Suddenly he
said, ‘How would you react if we were to invite you to advise
the new regime in Transkei?’ We were shocked. His query
implied that he considered our work comparable with their
reactionary, racist schemes in the Bantustans. When we
expressed our indignation, he smiled and said, ‘I understand
your reaction. But aren’t we actually doing the same thing? We
are faced with the same existential problem, therefore we
arrive at the same solution.’”17

Today, de Klerk grapples with a conundrum: “My father was a
good and kind man. So were all—or most—of his colleagues
that came to our home while I was growing up, whose children
I knew at school and university. How could he—how could we
all—have supported policies that we now regard as unjust and
oppressive?”18 The civilized face that apartheid South Africa
sought to present, including parliamentary democracy, an
advanced and scientific economy, immaculate towns with lush
gardens framing monuments to its pioneering heroes, was paid
for by the people living in the squalid townships, crowded into
tin shacks, surrounded by open sewers, robbed of freedom,
opportunity, health, and dignity, and kept in place through
dehumanizing brutality. The struggle to hide this reality from
the world and from their own people became for apartheid



rulers an all-consuming preoccupation, requiring ever greater
deceptions and violence.

But things don’t necessarily start off this way. Afrikaner
nationalists had what were in their own eyes defensible and
moral motivations for their policies, bending liberal principles
to decidedly illiberal ends. “Foremost among these,” says de
Klerk, reaching into the separate moral universe of Afrikaner
nationalism, “was our conviction that without apartheid, our
people would be swamped by the vast black majority—and
that this would inevitably lead to the extinction of our own
hard-won right to national self-determination.”’9 Undoubtedly
a sincere reflection of the prevailing Afrikaner state of mind,
de Klerk’s words echo precisely the justifications so frequently
heard for the essential need for a Jewish state: A small
minority that has survived near extinction longs only for a
place to be safe, to be alone with itself.

By the time de Klerk became president, decades of
experience had shown him that Afrikaner ideals “could be
clung to only by withholding justice from other South Africans
and by denying the economic and demographic realities of the
country.”20 “The most important lesson that emerged from our
experience in South Africa is that no vision of the future can
justify any government to ignore the basic human rights of the
human beings involved.”21 De Klerk recognized that the
Afrikaner rationale could not survive. Israeli leaders too seem
to understand that Zionism operates in a separate moral
universe. As Jewish settlers were removed from Gaza in
August 2005, Shimon Peres explained, “We are disengaging
from Gaza because of demography.” Responding to Peres’s
statement,
Israeli commentator Daphna Baram remarked, “The desire to
maintain a Jewish majority in Israel is seen by most Jewish
Israelis as a liberal aspiration, rather than a racist one, as it
would appear elsewhere.”22 For now, Israelis like Peres seem
untroubled by the jarring dissonance between their liberal
selfperception and the reality of their policies. But the
implication of the South African experience is that one day the
world might view Israeli Jews’ claim to separateness, so right
and natural within their own justifications, as something that



cannot be attained without unacceptable violations of
Palestinian rights. The hope held out by South Africa is that
when Israelis and Palestinians finally do conclude that
separation is unachievable, there is an example of an
alternative to perpetual conflict.
To F. W. de Klerk, the Road Map, the U.S.-sponsored peace
plan that is supposed to lead to the creation of a Palestinian
state, looked exactly like the plan for “grand apartheid” that
South African prime minister Hendrik Verwoerd set in motion
in the mid-1950s. “The idea was originally sound,” de Klerk
maintains; “as a young parliamentarian I was enthusiastic
about forming independent homelands for every group,
including the Afrikaners. … The roadmap between Israel and
Palestine,” in de Klerk’s analysis, “is based on exactly the
same principles.”23 As he observed, “[W]hat apartheid
originally wanted to achieve is what everybody now says is
the solution for Israel and Palestine, namely—partitioning,
separate nation states on the bases of ethnicity, different
cultures, different languages.”24

The basic principle behind grand apartheid was that whites
would preserve and normalize their power by manipulating the
demographics and political boundaries of South Africa to
create “independent” black states. All blacks would be given
citizenship in these states and therefore, the apartheid planners
thought, they could forestall demands for blacks to vote in
South Africa. Grand apartheid offered de Klerk’s generation
“what we imagined would be a moral solution to our complex
problems because it would assure the rights of all South
Africa’s people—including our own—to self-determination
and political rights within their own areas.”25 It was a bold
attempt to make the Afrikaner nationalist moral universe
merge with the values of apartheid’s critics by disguising the
status quo of white dominance as black independence.
Millions of blacks were forced to move to the Bantustans,
while large cities were reserved for whites. The “independent”
Bantustans (five out of a planned ten were set up) had flags
and armies of their own, but were totally subsidized by South
Africa. Several had military dictators and were corrupt. The
apartheid regime repeatedly proposed to free Nelson Mandela



from prison if he would recognize the Transkei Bantustan and
move there, but he dismissed what he termed “an offer only a
turncoat could accept.”26 Indeed, it has become increasingly
common for Palestinians to refer to the “state” that Israel may
be prepared to grant them in small, disconnected, walled-in
ghettos as a “Bantustan.” One can’t help contrasting the
courage and principle of Mandela, who preferred to stay in
prison rather than grant legitimacy to the Bantustans, and the
desperate, foolish, self-serving decision of Yasser Arafat to
accept Israel’s conditions as a tinpot ruler of a Transkei on the
Mediterranean.

Resistance to apartheid stiffened as rioting and violence
turned widespread, as thousands of nonwhites were killed,
imprisoned, and tortured, and as South Africa’s isolation grew.

Some Afrikaners like de Klerk acknowledged that there
was only one way out of the impasse.27 Whites had to
overcome their “fear of black domination” and agree to
negotiate with the ANC whom they had for decades vilified as
a revolutionary terrorist organization bent on their destruction.
This embattled and fearful community of four million South
African whites was “riding the tiger of growing black anger
and increasing international isolation.” They faced the world
and thirty-five million black South Africans who “were
shouting at white South Africans to dismount.”28 The problem
for a minority that had been in power and caused so much
suffering for so long was that it was “difficult for them to see
how they could do so without being devoured.” “For white
South Africans,” de Klerk said in 2004,

acceptance of a one-man, one-vote solution evoked very
much the same fears and reaction that could be expected
from Israelis were they ever asked to consign their fate to a
one-man, one-vote election in a greater Israel/Pales-tine in
which they would be heavily outnumbered.29

Whites were able to dismount without being devoured
because the ANC was ready with a vision that allowed them to
do so. The ANC had always been clear and consistent in its
stand against partition of South Africa and a black nationalist
state in favor of democracy. The Freedom Charter adopted by



the ANC and its allies in 1955 put forward a progressive
vision of a nonracial country that held that “South Africa
belongs to all who live in it, black and white.” This vision,
while challenged by black nationalists, gained the support of
the majority of black South Africans, uniting them with
Indians and “coloreds’* as well as liberal and communist
whites.

There is a crucial contrast here with the Palestinian
national movement, which until the 1980s also opposed
partition. But it was never able to build a consensus around a
clear, simple, and inclusive alternative like the Freedom
Charter as Palestinians were unable to reconcile themselves to
the presence of millions of Israeli Jews. Palestinians had no
clear answer for what ought to happen to Israeli Jews, some
hinting that they might be allowed to stay, while others
suggested that all but those with roots predating the Zionist
movement would have to leave. This inability to see how
Israelis could fit into a just vision of the future is perhaps
explained by the freshness of the Palestinian trauma. Whereas
most Jews had arrived in Palestine in the three decades
immediately prior to 1948, whites had been in South Africa for
three centuries.

Most Palestinians, like black nationalists, saw themselves
caught in a conflict between settlers and natives who could not
coexist. Israel’s refusal to allow any refugees to return sent the
clearest message to Palestinians that either they or Israeli [ews
could inhabit the land but not both. The goal of black
nationalists in South Africa, according to Mahmoud Mamdani,
a leading Africanist scholar, “was to rid the land of settlers
who sought political power to undergird a privileged position
in the economy and society.”50 The Palestinian national
movement tended to resemble the minority black nationalist
position rather than that of the ANC. The only real evolution
has been over who is a settler. Until the 1960s, most
Palestinians saw all Israelis as settlers to be driven from the
entirety ot Palestine. Gradually, Palestinians have come to
terms with the presence of Israelis and now express a
willingness to limit the term “settler” only to those in the West
Bank and East Jerusalem. The majority would be content to



see them move out of these areas so Palestinians could
establish a nationalist state that would mirror Zionist
nationalism across the border.

The ANC’s breakthrough was its ability to transcend
narrow nationalism. In the ANC’s view, as Mamdani explains:

The problem was not the settler but the settler state, the
legal setup that guaranteed settler privilege. Without a state
that legally discriminated between settler and native, there
would be no settler privilege and, thus, no settler, since all
settlers would become as immigrants whose historical
origins would cease to have significance in law. The enemy
from this point of view was everyone who defended the
power of the settler state. Instead of embracing the mirror
image of settler ideology—by turning the identity of
“native” from a racial stigma into a badge of racial pride—
the promise of postapartheid South Africa was to let go of
both “settler” and “native” as twin political identities
generated by the settler state. \s the ANC put it so
subversively in its Freedom Charter, South Africa belongs
to all those who live in it.51

Mandela accepted Afrikaners’ claims that they were true
Africans, which often put him at odds with black nationalists.
He did observe, however, that “the Afrikaner had stoutly
defended his independence against British imperialism and
struck a blow for nationalism. Now the descendants of those
same freedom fighters were persecuting my people who were
struggling for precisely the same thing the Afrikaners had once
fought and died for.”32 Mandela was able to accept his
enemy’s narrative without compromising on the demand that
Afrikaners relinquish their exclusive claim on power. Mandela
urged South Africans to embrace any Afrikaner who
abandoned apartheid, and thus Afrikaners gained a legitimacy
in the eyes of other South Africans that they were unable to
wrest through centuries of domination. It is an incredibly
simple and powerful maneuver, yet one that so far has been
beyond the ability of most Israelis and Palestinians. “From a
postapartheid point of view,” Mamdani concludes, “the real
issue in Palestine and Israel is not whether there should be
one, two or ten states but how to base any state on equal



citizenship for all who live in it.”33 Palestinian thinkers,
among them Azmi Bishara and Joseph Massad, have made
similar points.34 This is, of course, correct: The moment
Israelis and Palestinians commit themselves to full equality,
there is no rationale for separate states.

Even with such a commitment, the practicalities of giving
up power are still daunting. The demographic imbalance
between rulers and ruled is not nearly as dramatic in Palestine-
Israel as in South Africa, where blacks outnumber whites by
about eight to one. Within historic Palestine, Jews are now
only barely a minority, though if the refugees outside the
country are taken into account, Palestinians outnumber Israeli
Jews by about two to one. The vast numerical superiority of
blacks was an inescapable reality for the apartheid rulers.
Israeli Jews may feel that their relative strength in numbers
means they can continue to resist demographic reality. Yet at
the same time, the numerical disadvantage of white South
Africans surely made the prospect of dismounting the tiger of
black anger that much more terrifying. They too had been
raised for generations to believe that any surrender of control
would lead not only to economic and political loss, but even to
extermination?5

The multiparty negotiations to create a new constitution for
South Africa were difficult and faced many near-fatal crises
but in the end they yielded a constitution with a strong Bill of
Rights, with a guarantee of the right to education in the
language of a person’s choice and a legal affirmation of the
Freedom Charter’s promise that “South Africa belongs to all
who live in it, united in our diversity.” Nelson Mandela
understood that white fears boiled down to visceral human
concerns that the ANC had to address if transformation was to
be achieved peacefully. “During the transition” to democracy,
he told white South Africans, “[Minorities everywhere will
say: ‘If the change comes, what is going to happen to me, to
my spouse, to my children, to the national group to which I
belong, to the values in which I believe, to my
possessions?’”56 Mandela reassured white South Africans that
“[w]e do not want to drive you into the sea”’’ and became, in
the words of Nadine Gordimer, the “personification of the



future,”58 delivering a message that reconciliation was
possible because it would be accompanied by economic and
social transformation. An example of the practical ways in
which Mandela s reassurances were institutionalized came
when the ANC agreed to honor all existing civil service
contracts, assuring white administrators and middle managers
of their personal security in the immediate future, while
guaranteeing the continuity of basic services under the ANC,
which had no previous experience of government. Although
whites once voted by overwhelming margins in favor of the
apartheid program put forward by the National Party, 69
percent of whites voted in favor of the National Party’s
program to abandon apartheid in a 1992 referendum. Few
heeded the nationalist siren song of the far right who wanted to
fight to the bitter end.39 What was once unthinkable to most
whites became reality with their consent.
An inclusive vision and a generous spirit are essential
requirements for reconciliation, but they are clearly
insufficient. For decades, the white government of South
Africa simply dismissed the Freedom Charter and claimed that
the ANC’s true intentions were not democracy but dictatorship
and vengeance. It was only when internal and external
pressure made the monopoly on power too costly to maintain
that whites grasped for a way out and listened seriously to the
ANC’s ideas. Hence, continued resistance and struggle to raise
the cost of the status quo for the powerful party is also
essential. But a delicate balance requires that resistance exacts
a price yet avoids creating so much new suffering that
reconcilation becomes impossible. For resistance movements
like the antiapartheid coalition or for the Palestinians, the
question of where, when, and how violence fits in is often
central and highly fraught.

On coming to office, de Klerk believed that superior
military force alone could allow the white government to
retain power for another ten years, but only at the cost of
inflicting enormous casualties.40 A different leader might have
decided to fight on at all costs and de Klerk’s strongest
opponents among white South Africans wanted to do exactly
that. De Klerk had absorbed that “the struggle could not be



won by brutal, unconventional operations which were in
conflict with common decency and basic morality.” Looking
back on the regime’s long history of repression, de Klerk
concluded that “there is no evidence that the assassination of
opponents had the slightest effect on the final outcome of the
struggle—other than causing further personal suffering and
bitterness.”41 Mandela too had concluded that a military
victory for the liberation movement “was a distant if not
impossible dream” and that the only outcome from continued
fighting would be thousands or even millions of deaths.42

Mandela understood, and convinced the ANC leadership, that
each side in the struggle could through violence deny victory
to the other but not ensure that it would prevail.45

The ANC did not give up its right to armed struggle until
well after Mandela had been released and negotiations begun
with the government. Throughout his years in prison, he
maintained that the ANC was right to turn to armed struggle,
and would be justified in using “terrorism” if sabotage and
guerrilla warfare failed to yield results.44 Mandela defended
his decision to abandon nonviolence in the early 1960s, “for it
had done nothing to stem the violence of the state nor change
the heart of our oppressors.”45 In Mandela’s analysis, “[I]t is
always the oppressor, not the oppressed, who dictates the form
of the struggle. If the oppressor uses violence, the oppressed
have no alternative but to respond violently.”46 Yet violence
was never the main feature of the antiapartheid struggle. Even
though the ANC did occasionally kill white South Africans in
spectacular bombings, its violence was often more symbolic
and wielded more effectively as a threat than a campaign.

Neither Israelis nor Palestinians, despite decades of
bloodshed, have reached de Klerk’s and Mandela’s conclusion.
There can be few who still seriously believe they can totally
defeat the other side by force of arms, yet significant groups
on both sides remain committed to fighting. As Israel rushed
to complete the colonization of the West Bank in the 1990s, its
chief excuse for lack of peace was always “Palestinian
violence.” Indeed, the phenomenon of Palestinian suicide
bombers appeared at precisely the time—the year after the
Oslo Accords were signed— that Israel began its greatest-ever



settlement drive. Suicide bombings reached their peak in
2001-3 as Israel moved to crush the Palestinian uprising,
killing thousands of unarmed civiliansand injuring tens of
thousands of others. Among Palestinians and in the broader
Arab world, opinion on the use of the tactic was sharply split.
Some saw attacks on civilians as the only means Palestinians
had to puncture the immunity Israel enjoyed by virtue of its
vast military superiority. Others viewed bombs on buses and in
cafes as morally unacceptable, arguing as well that they
compromised the integrity of the Palestinian cause in the eyes
of those whose assistance Palestinians needed.

This debate started the day after the first suicide attack
against Israeli civilians, in Afula, on April 6, 1994. The New
York Times reported on reactions among Palestinians. “I feel
sorry for them, but they should feel what we feel,” said a
schoolgirl in Ramallah, articulating a pragmatic line.
“[T]hey’re killing us every day. We walk down the street, and
at any second something can happen to us. This reminded
them that if you kill people, you’re going to get killed.” A
woman from the village of Qarawat Bani Zayd expressed
moral opposition: “This is an unacceptable crime. Our
leadership has to condemn it, and the people as well. We feel
for the victims and for their families.” An eleventh-grade boy
supported the bombing: “This is not terrorism. It is a war. An
eye for an eye. What he [the bomber] did cannot be worse than
what that guy [Baruch Goldstein] did in Hebron.”
Interestingly, though, the Times found that “few people echoed
those words of support, though many were reluctant to
condemn the attack.”47 In the years since 1994, opinion polls
have shown Palestinian support swinging from majorities in
favor of such attacks to majorities strongly opposed, usually
with approval rising as Palestinians feel more hopeless.48

What might this ambiguity mean, and what opportunity does it
offer? Again, South Africa suggests an important lesson.

There is a strong similarity between the debate over suicide
attacks and the discussion during the antiapartheid struggle
about necklacing—the practice of setting fire to a gasoline-
filled tire placed around the neck of suspected collaborators or
sometimes even their relatives or associates. Thousands of



South Africans, including children, were killed in this grisly
way. “As with suicide bombing,” Mamdani observed, “the
debate on necklacing also had two sides to it. Its moral side
often sounded less like a critique of necklacing than a settler
discourse on the lack of civilization among natives: What kind
of society would countenance such a practice? In contrast, the
debate among natives—in the ranks of the liberation
movements—was more often than not about the political
effectiveness of necklacing in checking the proliferation of
informers.”49 In 1985, Winnie Mandela made a highly
publicized speech praising necklacing. The ANC was reluctant
to repudiate her words despite international pressure. The
organization’s exiled leader, Oliver Tambo, said only, “[W]e
are not happy with the necklace but we will not condemn
people who have been driven to adopt such extremes.”50

Palestinians found themselves split between similar
sentiments. For the first time, suicide bombing changed the
calculus faced by Israeli leaders, and many Palestinians were
reluctant to forgo the power it gave them over their oppressors
even if they could not fully embrace the method.

In South Africa, as in Palestine-Israel, the powerful side
chose to judge the weak through a moral lens while, of course,
exempting its own violence from such scrutiny; a majority of
Israelis routinely accept their government’s rationale for
violence against Palestinians without question. However,
anyone who discusses suicide attacks by Palestinians as a
political phenomenon, rather than a cultural-moral or religious
defect, will quickly find herself accused of condoning
terrorism. Jenny Tonge, a British member of Parliament,
discovered this for herself in January 2004 after she stated that
she could understand how a Palestinian might choose to
become a suicide bomber, given the brutal conditions of life
under Israeli occupation. Tonge lost her job as spokesperson
for her party, the Liberal Democrats, and was accused by
leaders of providing “justification” for suicide bombing,
something she emphatically denied?’ Tonge paid dearly for
challenging the approach that denies that rational people, who
would usually never dream of killing, can be driven to do
horrible things under oppressive conditions, but to move the



discussion forward we need to do just that. A groundbreaking
study by University of Chicago political scientist Robert Pape
called Dying to IDm, examining all suicide attacks worldwide
since 1980 (460 were included in the study), revealed that
every such bombing campaign had a clear goal that was
secular and political: to compel a modern democracy to
withdraw military forces from territory that the suicide
attackers viewed as their homeland.

In South Africa, the political debate on necklacing “had to
go beyond the question of the immediate effectiveness” of the
practice “to probe its longer-run political costs,” among them
“alienating allies, both at home and abroad,” and fostering
“growing militarism in the culture of resistance.”52 Mamdani
discerns two lessons of immediate relevance to Israel-
Palestine. The first is that “so long as there was no effective
political alternative, it was difficult to discredit necklacing
politically. Once a nonviolent way of ending apartheid
appeared as an alternative, it was as if the sun had come up,
the fog lifted, and there was a new dawn; in a land where few
had dared even to whisper criticism only yesterday, hardly
anyone could be found to champion necklacing the day
after.”53 The quickest way to end support for violence against
Israeli civilians would be for the international community to
provide an alternative, primarily in the form of external
pressure on Israel that exacts a high price for its oppression of
Palestinians. Failing that, Palestinians and their allies need,
morally and strategically, to turn to resistance that maximizes
pressure on Israel without killing innocent civilians, capitalizes
on global support, mobilizes the greatest number of people,
and does not foreclose the possibility of future reconciliation.
The international antiapartheid movement combined economic
sanctions, an arms embargo, and a sporting and cultural
boycott. While the ANC employed armed struggle, it focused
on sabotage and military targets and wielded it more
effectively as a threat than a full-blown reality.

As in South Africa, the total elimination of violence in a
situation of conflict is impossible. Like Israel, the white
government of South Africa always insisted that it would not
negotiate as long as violence continued. Of course, it defined



its enemies’ acts as “violence” and “terrorism,” while its own
actions were considered part of “maintaining law and order” or
“urban planning.” Once the apartheid rulers understood that
violence would only escalate in the absence of good-faith
negotiations, they dropped this convenient excuse not to talk.
“We negotiated under fire,” de Klerk recalls. “South Africa
was burning with violence, but no one allowed himself the
luxury of believing that we could wait with the negotiations
until the violence ceased.”54

The clearest lesson from South Africa’s example is that the
Palestinian message and methods must make it clear that the
target is not the Israeli people but an unjust system that denies
one people their rights, identity, and dignity, and condemns the
other to increasing isolation, fear, and moral corruption. The
movement should not be framed around Palestinian
nationalism, but should call for a democracy that will protect
all people and emanicipate them from the prison of communal
interest and competition. While building international pressure
against the current system and exacting a price from those who
support it, Palestinians need to articulate a vision of the future
in which Israelis can see themselves. While undoubtedly
unfair that Palestinians should shoulder the burden of
reassurance when they have disproportionately borne the costs
of the conflict, it is a fact that the oppressed must often show
their oppressors a way out of the hole they have dug. What
Palestinians can learn from South Africa is that the promise of
a future of reconciliation rather than revenge can rob an unjust
system of the support it needs to survive because such systems
are often built on fear—in the case of Israel and South Africa,
the fear, stoked by politicians, of being destroyed. The lesson
for Israelis is to listen to their enemies rather than demonize
them, which may lead to a secure future free of the burden of
ruling others by force. They will gain the legitimacy and
acceptance they have long craved, not just among Palestinians,
but in the wider Arab and Muslim world.

South Africa’s experience more than a decade after the end
of apartheid demonstrates that reconciliation in a deeply
divided society is difficult, painful, and vulnerable to constant
setbacks. Attitudes change slowly. The suffering caused by



apartheid has left deep scars. Economic and social inequalities
entrenched by centuries of exploitation and discrimination
cannot be undone at a stroke; they continue to rob people of
their potential long after the dismantling of formal apartheid.
Many black South Africans feel that too many of those
responsible for apartheid policies escaped direct
accountability, while many whites persist in denying the horror
of apartheid. Some blacks feel that whites have resisted the
faster economic change that would reduce the vast economic
inequalities, while whites chafe at losing privileges as
affirmative-action programs take effect.

While coping with the vast challenges of postapartheid
reconciliation, South Africa has not had the luxury of
immunity from all the other problems faced by the region. In
the past decade, South Africa was hit hard by the Asian
economic crisis, and it has had to confront the same forces of
economic globalization that have reduced the sovereignty of so
many national governments. More important, South Africa has
been devastated by HIV/AIDS. And yet, for all these
obstacles, the great majority of South Africans from every
ethnic group remain committed to working for national
reconciliation and unity.55

South Africans struggled hard to negotiate a constitutional
dispensation all could live with and defend. Palestinians and
Israelis would of course face similar challenges and others all
their own. The bitterness and mistrust that both peoples feel is
vast. The Palestinian experience—both historical and day to
day—is a source of burning, urgent injustice and outrage. The
anguish felt by Israelis for their losses can be no less intense
than the pain of Palestinians. But can anyone say that the
suffering and tragedy of Palestine-Israel have been greater or
more profoundly felt than those of South Africa?

If Nelson Mandela is right that no evil other than the Nazi
holocaust has been so unanimously condemned by the world
as apartheid, then shouldn’t we be inspired by the
reconciliation, however halting and as yet incomplete, that has
been possible between apartheid’s victims and its perpetrators?
Allister Sparks, the legendary editor of the antiapartheid Rand
Daily Mail newspaper, observed that the conflict in his country



most resembled those in Nothern Ireland and Palestine-Israel,
because each involved “two ethno-nationalisms” in a
seemingly irreconcilable rivalry for the “same piece of
territory.” If the prospect of “one secular country shared bv
all” seems “unthinkable” in Palestine-Israel, he says, then it is
possible to appreciate how unlikely such a solution once
looked in South Africa. But, “that is what we did,” Sparks
says, “without any foreign negotiator [and] no handshakes on
the White House lawn.”56 The constitution of the new South
Africa enshrines as a principle a “need for understanding but
not for vengeance, a need for reparation but not retaliation, a
need for ubuntu but not for victimisation.”57 And if South
Africans are able to believe in this and work for it, there is no
logical reason why Israelis and Palestinians cannot do the
same. Taking the road that South Africa took may be the only
way forward. The longer we wait before starting on it, the
harder the path will be. It is not, to be sure, a road that leads to
utopia, but only perhaps to the chance of a new beginning
where we still would have to face the constant challenges of
building a just, equitable, and tolerant society. When South
Africans embarked on their journey, they had no guide.
Palestinians and Israelis, at least, would have the chance to
talk to South Africans, to learn from them and with them how
to heal their terrible wounds, those they inherited and those
that continue to be inflicted with every passing day.
CHAPTER SIX

Israelis and Palestinians
Thinking the Unthinkable
I have argued that a successful strategy for democratic
transformation in Israel-Palestine will in part require
Palestinians to present a vision that meets the concerns and
needs of ordinary Israeli Jews, alongside a principled and
sustained campaign to impose a cost for Israeli government
abuses of Palestinians. There is, however small, some existing
debate among Palestinians and Israelis on a united democratic



state. Any next steps involve concrete efforts to amplify that
debate, along with an organized global campaign to support
Palestinian rights.

Michael Tarazi, a legal adviser to the PLO, caused a stir
when he published an op-ed in the New York Times in October
2004 warning that realities on the ground were forcing
Palestinians to consider a one-state solution seriously. He
observed that polls indicated the level of Palestinian support
for the idea was “surprisingly high,” given that the one-state
solution is not officially advocated by any senior Palestinian
leader.”1 Predictably, Tarazi’s piece produced outraged
responses claiming that the article proved the PLO had never
given up its intention of “destroying Israel.” More interesting
was the response Tarazi got from Palestinians.

After the article appeared, Tarazi says he was contacted by
several leaders of the Palestinian Authority who said words to
the effect, “Michael, you’re right, but we can’t say that.”
Publicly, Tarazi observes, there is very little discussion of a
one-state solution among Palestinians. Officials occasionally
declare that Israel is making a two-state solution impossible,
but they “won’t take the next logical step” and talk about one
state. When they do, as former P.A. prime minister Ahmed
Qureia famously did in January 2004, “They use it more like a
threat,” Tarazi says, “which doesn’t carry a whole lot of
credibility with the Israelis.” No Palestinian leader seems
ready, Tarazi says, to “start confronting the sacred cow and
saying, ‘Wait a minute, we got it all wrong, maybe the age of
nation-states has passed us by, so let’s jump to the next
phase.’”2 Ali Jarbawi, a professor of political science at Birzeit
University, says, “Most Palestinians prefer the idea of
separation, because they wrant their own state.” But Israel’s
“idea of a two-state solution is to squeeze us into cantons” and
therefore, argues Jarbawi, “[g]iven a choice between
cantonization and one state, Palestinians will go for the
latter.”3 Support for a two-state solution among Palestinians in
the occupied territories has hovered between 37 percent and 55
percent in recent years, while support for a “bi-national state in
all of historic Palestine” has varied between one-quarter and



one-third, according to surveys taken by the Jerusalem Media
& Communications Centre (JMCC).4

There are good logical reasons to believe that a majority of
Palestinians could come to see their future lying in a single,
democratic state, sharing power equitably with Israeli Jews.
Palestinians would gain access to political power and
resources that they are currently being unfairly denied. Most
Palestinians understand that what lies behind the conflict and
violence is injustice, and healing this injustice is the only
means to end the violence and dissipate the accumulated
feelings of bitterness. Above all, a single state would mean
reunification of Palestinians on both sides of the 1967 lines,
and with those outside the country.

As the disparities between those with rights and those
without become more glaring every day, ordinary Palestinians
are being pushed by their own experiences to view the conflict
more in terms of individual rights than national rights—and
this is more noticeable in the countryside than among
Palestinian opinion makers. “The Ramallah elite is very smug
in its cafes and their houses are not being taken, their lives are
not being disrupted the same way” as those directly in the path
of the wall and the settlements, Tarazi says. “It hit home to me
when I was in the Qalqilya region,” Tarazi explains, “and I
came across a farmer who was staring out at the other side of
the wall and there was a highway where settlers were able to
go. We started talking and he said, ‘I don’t care anymore about
the Palestinian flag. I don’t care anymore about the word
“Palestine.” I don’t care anymore about the symbols. I just
want to have the same rights as those settlers across the street.
I want to be able to drive down this road, I want to be able to
send my kids to the hospital or go on vacation when I want to
go on vacation.’” Amira Hass of Ha ’aret? confirms that
Israel’s measures, especially its movement restrictions,
“privatized and individualized occupation.”5 The impact of the
closures, curfews, and walls is collective, Hass explains, but
Palestinians “experience it individually. You go to get a
permit,” and when it’s denied, “you think it’s something wrong
with you or some mistake in the computer about you.”
Palestinians confront the daily problem of how to cope with



closures affecting their work, livelihood, and childrens’
educations in the absence of any Palestinian authority capable
of providing relief or defending them against Israel’s
measures. Many Palestinian officials were isolated from these
realities during the Oslo years as they possessed Israeli-issued
VIP passes that allowed them to circumvent checkpoints, a
source of resentment for ordinary people, who must line up for
hours like cattle to pass through the turnstiles and gates set up
by Israel. Hebron-based journalist Khaled Amayreh, who
closely monitors public sentiment, concurs with Tarazi’s
observations: “I believe that the support for the one-state idea
is more widespread among ordinary Palestinians than among
intellectuals because ordinary people believe what they see,
and what they see is that Israel and the West Bank are
inextricably intertwined, even despite the gigantic annexation
wall. Hence, the Palestinian masses are more likely to favor a
one-state solution.6

This probability includes those Palestinians who voted for
Hamas in the January 2006 Palestinian Authority legislative
election, even though the election victory heightened Israeli
fears of an Islamic state with the goal of destroying or
expelling the Israeli Jewish community and fueled the call for
fortified, unilateral separation. However, the vote for Hamas
arose more from a Palestinian reaction to their worsening
situation and despair than from a surge in religious
fundamentalism. It is widely acknowledged that much of the
Hamas vote was a protest against the endemic corruption and
defeatism of the Fatah-led Palestinian Authority, which had
neither provided good government nor made any progress in
liberating Palestinians from Israeli occupation.

Voting for Hamas, which pointedly excluded its
objectionable charter language from its election platform, was
a way to defy what Palestinians saw as a corrupt “peace
process,” wherebv foreign aid was traded for political
concessions while Israel continued to expand the settlements.
It did not signal a change in underlying Palestinian attitudes,
which remain remarkably open to peaceful coexistence with
Israelis. Within days of the election, a survey by the Ramallah-
based Near East Consulting Institute found that 84 percent of



Palestinians in the occupied territories still wanted a negotiated
peace, and three-quarters thought Hamas should “change its
policy on the elimination of Israel.” Even among Hamas
supporters, 77 percent said they wanted a negotiated
settlement.7

After the election, Hamas leaders stated their readiness to
end the armed struggle if Israel withdrew to the 1967 lines.
Khaled Meshal, the senior leader based in Damascus (who
narrowly escaped an Israeli assassination bid in Amman in
1997), wrote in the Guardian and the Los Angeles Times, “Our
message to the Israelis is this: We do not fight you because
you belong to a certain faith or culture. Jews have lived in the
Muslim world for 13 centuries in peace and harmony; they are
in our religion ‘the people of the book’ who have a covenant
from God and His Messenger Muhammad (peace be upon
him) to be respected and protected. Our conflict with you is
not religious but political.”8 In what was a major step in terms
of Hamas’s historic position, Meshal told the BBC that his
organization would talk to Israel and come to terms, if it
“recognises the rights of the Palestinians” and acts “to show
and confirm its willingness to withdraw to the 1967 borders.”9

Mousa Abu Marzook, another member of the organization’s
leadership, hinted that recognition of Israel was a political
question, not one of immutable theology: “Where are the
borders of the Israel we are supposed to recognize?” he
challenged. “Are the settlements included in the borders? Is
the return of refugees acceptable to Israel? Until these
questions are answered, it is not possible to propose”
recognition.10 In a Washington Post op-ed, Abu Marzook also
addressed Israelis directly:

We ask them to reflect on the peace that our peoples once
enjoyed and the protection that Muslims gave the Jewish
community worldwide. We will exert good-faith efforts to
remove the bitterness that Israel’s occupation has
succeeded in creating, alienating a generation of
Palestinians. We call on them not to condemn posterity to
endless bloodshed and a conflict in which dominance is
illusory. There must come a day when we will live
together, side by side once again.11



The Hebrew University’s Avraham Sela and Tel Aviv
University’s Shaul Mishal, the two leading Israeli experts on
Hamas, observed in their 2000 study, The Palestinian Hamas:
Vision, Violence and Coexistence, that the organization “is not
a prisoner of its own dogmas” and “does not shut itself behind
absolute truths, nor does it subordinate its activities and
decisions to the
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officially held religious doctrine.” Rather, “Hamas operates in
a context of opportunities and constraints, being attentive to
the fluctuating needs and desires of the Palestinian population
and cognizant of power relations and political feasibility.”12

The two scholars see Hamas as a pragmatic and flexible
movement that would be a serious interlocutor willing to
figure out a modus vivendi with Israelis. And a surprisingly
high 43 percent of Israeli Jews thought that their government
should talk to Hamas after the Palestinian election, according
to a Tel Aviv University survev.13

Yet Hamas is clearly an Islamist movement. Does its rise
therefore suggest that Palestinians want to live under an
Islamic government? Obviously this would negate the
possibility of a single, multireligious state. Until the late
1980s, few Palestinians spoke of the conflict in religious
terms. Part of the “Islami-cization” of the conflict is a
reflection of regional trends, but there are also specific factors.
After 1967, Israel emphasized its explicitly religious rationales
to justify annexation of East Jerusalem and the establishment
of settlements in the occupied territories.14 This in turn
provoked religious counterclaims by Palestinians. Competing
exclusivist claims are guaranteed to lead to a totally
irreconcilable religious conflict to which there can be no
earthly solution. Even Hamas signaled that it understood this,
and Abu Marzook wrote in the Washington Post, “Our society
has always celebrated pluralism in keeping with the unique
history and traditions of the Holy Land. In recognizing Judeo-
Christian traditions, Muslims nobly vie for and have the
greatest incentive and stake in preserving the Holy Land for all
three Abrahamic faiths.” This is also good, practical politics
for a movement that wants to maintain the broadest support;



when anonymous leaflets appeared in Gaza threatening to
harm churches in retaliation for offensive portrayals of the
Prophet Muhammad in European newspapers, Hamas’s top
leader in Gaza, Mahmoud Zahar, went immediately to visit
Gaza’s only Catholic church to publicly condemn such threats
and express solidarity with Christians.15

Yet it is undeniable that there are those among Hamas’s
leadership and followers who would want to impose Islamic
rules on society. This mirrors the growing rise of parallel
Jewish movements in Israel, which are contested by the
majority of Israelis, who do not want religious theocracy
imposed on them. The same debates exist within Palestinian
society. Khalil Shikaki, the director of the Palestinian Center
for Policy and Survey Research, observed after the election
that “survev research during the last decade clearly
demonstrates strong public support for liberal democracy
among Palestinians.” He says, “[M]ost view Israel’s
democracy more positively than any other in the world,
followed by America’s.”16 Shikaki pointed out that 55 percent
of Palestinians voted for avowedly secular parties. Many
Palestinians, Muslim and Christian, are religiously observant
and socially conservative, but this in no way translates into
backing for a theocracy. Support for an Islamic state among
Palestinians has rarely exceeded 3 percent in JMCC polls, and
support for an exclusively Palestinian state in all of historic
Palestine, without Jews, peaked at 15 percent and usually
registers much lower. Adam Hanieh, another Palestinian
analyst, dismisses the more lurid fears in the West about the
“impending ‘Talibanization’ of Palestinian society.” The vote
for Hamas, Hanieh explains, “expressed a political sentiment
and desire for a real alternative to the Oslo straitjacket. The
Hamas leadership clearly recognizes this and has shown little
inclination to implement far-reaching social changes along
religious lines.”17 Taking into account the Palestinian
population within Israel and the diaspora, where people are
generally more secular than in some parts of the occupied
territories, no party would be able to impose a single ideology
on everyone and would rapidly lose credibility if it did.



Ultimately, it will not be the Hamas leadership but the
Palestinian people as a whole who decide these matters, and
even under the most oppressive conditions of military
occupation, Palestinians have shown that they want to live by
democratic and pluralistic rules. Among Palestinians, a single
democratic state has been a subject of continued debate. In late
1997, Edward Said, ever a pioneering thinker and iconoclast,
challenged prevailing beliefs that the Oslo Accords could still
lead to a just and workable Palestinian state. Said wrote that “it
has been the failing of Oslo to plan in terms of separation, a
clinical partition of peoples into individual, but unequal,
entities rather than to grasp that the only way of rising beyond
the endless back-and-forth violence and dehumanization is to
admit the universality and integrity of the other’s experience,
and to begin to plan a common life together.”18 Said continued
to expand and develop his call for a one-state solution and
reconciliation between Israeli Jews and Palestinians up until
his untimely death in 2003, and laid the groundwork for other
Palestinian thinkers to take up the cause. Azmi Bishara, Joseph
Massad, Ghada Karmi, George Bisharat, and Mazin Qumsiyeh
are among those who have advocated this approach.19 The
case for a democratic state in all of Israel-Palestine is fairly
easy to make among Palestinian exiles and refugees. In most
two-state solution proposals, refugees actually lose their rights,
so for them the notion of a nationalist Palestinian state within
arbitrary borders that do not include the areas they came from
is an unattractive prospect.

To many diaspora Palestinians, the whole idea of
nationalism as it emerged with post—World War II
decolonization has lost its luster, since nation-states in Africa
and the Middle East have largely failed to deliver the
prosperity and freedom they promised. Those Palestinians
working throughout the Middle East have experienced that
failure firsthand. Furthermore, the collective experience of
diaspora Palestinians in recent decades has been transnational
rather than national. We have become used to being
Palestinian and Canadian, Palestinian and Colombian,
Palestinian and Jordanian—sometimes we hide our identity;
other times we boast about it. We have become very good at



judging where and how and when to do that, and how to
express our identity alongside other identities. Long
accustomed to transience and movement, diaspora Palestinians
no longer necessarily feel the need for a unidimensional
identity embodied by a homogenized, nationalist state. What
Palestinians do want and need, though, is freedom of
movement and expression, education, and equal access to the
benefits of a democratic society. Palestinians want the right to
restore their ties with their homeland and its people, and to
help build it. Those who believed in a two-state solution for
years came to realize that it only offered false promises of
peace. There is
good reason to believe that, freed from the hardships of
occupation, discrimination, and exile, and engaged by Israeli
counterparts genuinely interested in building a tolerant,
multicultural, multireligious society, the Palestinian majority
would gladly, forgivingly, and open-mindedly choose the same
course.
Any serious argument for an Israeli-Palestinian democracy in a
single state must confront the reality that, at present, Israeli
Jews overall are deeply hostile to the idea, viewing it as an
invitation to commit suicide. As Israelis come to understand
that unilateral solutions based on force provide no remedies to
their dilemma, there might be a greater openness to the
alternatives that do exist. While this long and difficult process
may not happen for years, a handful of Israeli Jews have
already begun to think the unthinkable. Meron Benvenisti
predicted more than twenty years ago that eventually Israel
would be faced with the choice between extremist solutions to
maintain its exclusivist “Jewish character,” or binationalism.
The process, Benvenisti later wrote in 2003, is “apparently
inevitable. Israel and the Palestinians are sinking together into
the mud of the ‘one state.’ The question is no longer whether it
will be binational, but which model to choose.” One of the
reasons, Benvenisti argues, that Israelis are so terrified of a
binational state is because scaremongers have deliberately
equated the idea with the end of Jewish self-determination in
Palestine-Israel, rather than a means to achieve it peacefully,
and have played up fears that it means being swamped by



hostile Arabs. Alternatives exist, Benvenisti points out, that
allow Israeli Jews to maintain what they deem essential in a
Jewish state, such as a system “that recognizes collective
ethnic-national rights and maintains power sharing on the
national-central level, with defined political rights for the
minority and sometimes territorial-cantonal divisions.”20

Benvenisti is perhaps far ahead of the curve, but other
Israelis are following. Daniel Gavron, for instance, an Israeli
journalist and lifelong Zionist, concluded that after the
repeated failure of Israelis and Palestinians to agree to a
partition. Israelis have taken refuge in what Gavron terms a
“solution of despair,” which would leave their country a
“pathetic ghetto state, cauterized from its neighbors,
claustrophobically shut off between the sea and the wall.”21

The “territory between the Mediterranean and the Jordan River
must be shared but cannot be sensibly partitioned,” Gavron
says, so “we are left with only one alternative: Israeli-
Palestinian coexistence in one nation.”22 Gavron is acutely
aware that most Israelis oppose such a solution because they
fear a “nightmare scenario” in which those “with a second
passport will depart, and those who don’t will be clamoring to
get one, fearful it will only be a matter of time until they come
under the rule of a not-so-hospitable Arab majority.”23

The nightmare will only come true, Gavron argues, if
Israelis resist inevitable change until they are too weak to
prevent it being forced on them. “If we start today,” Gavron
says, “when we are in charge, it is up to us to create a society
in which people want to remain. There is absolutely no reason
to believe it would degenerate into something inferior.”
Gavron continues, “If we create a society in which there are
equal rights, democracy, the chance for education and
creativity and self-expression, there’s absolutely no reason
why a very reasonable, enlightened society won’t emerge here.
I don’t see a situation in which suddenly in 20 years, the Arabs
have got 61 members of the Knesset, we’ve only got 59, and
then they will turn round and slaughter us in our beds.” To me,
this is such a hopeful statement and one borne out by
precedent, not just in South Africa, but also in the flawed



harmony between Israeli Jews and Palestinian citizens within
Israel.

In April 2005, at a lecture at Cornell University that
included these quotations from Gavron, a prim middle-aged
woman, identifying herself as Israeli, accused me of being
“completely disconnected from reality.” She was convinced
that given a chance, Palestinians would kill her and all other
Israeli Jews. She urged me to educate myself about the long
history of oppression of the Jews and the Holocaust. Her
reactions were typical of Israeli Jews when presented with the
idea of a joint democratic state.

I acknowledged her fears but asked why it was that in the
mixed city of Haifa, Jews were not being murdered by their
Arab neighbors. “But they are not Palestinians!” she
exclaimed. She genuinely failed to understand that more than
one million Arab citizens of Israel are Palestinians
distinguished from those in the refugee camps of Lebanon and
Gaza only by their experience. Palestinian citizens in Israel
often have close relatives in the refugee camps of the region;
they often marry Palestinians from the West Bank, Gaza Strip,
or Jordan. While Arabs are treated as second-class citizens in
Israel, I pointed out they do not murder Jews in their beds.
Indignant at my slight against Israeli democracy, the lady
responded: “What do you mean? They have rights; they vote
in the Knesset!” “Exactly!” I answered. “Give people rights
and conflict diminishes.” Give them full rights and conflict
will in time disappear. I asked her if she knew that Israel’s two
top soccer heroes in the World Cup qualifying matches were
Arabs—Palestinian citizens of Israel. The point was made:
When people’s rights are recognized, it is possible to stop
seeing them as terrorists and murderers and start seeing them
as national assets and fellow citizens.

Before us we have two models of Israeli-Palestinian
coexistence: one between citizens within Israel, and another
between occupier and occupied. It is clear that the first model
is the more successful. Palestinian citizens of Israel have lived
relatively peacefully with Jews and come to terms with the
state in spite of the policies and practices devised to deny them
equal rights and access to power and opportunities. But their



situation is unquestionably better than that of Palestinians in
the occupied territories, and would only improve if they had
equal rights. Israeli Jews and Palestinians living in mixed
cities like Haifa quietly boast of their peaceful, friendly
relations; why would we not want to replicate or even improve
this model and build on such relative harmony before it is lost
as Israel continues to institute racist policies in an attempt to
consolidate its “Jewish character”? While the fearful Israeli
woman’s concerns are nothing new, her ignorance of the
situation of Israel’s Palestinian citizens was astounding. “So
am I crazy?” I asked a young Israeli man from Haifa who
came over at the end of the lecture. “You are not crazy at all,
but you see the difficulty we face in Israel,” he said, alluding
to the woman who had spoken out. “There is a big difference
between the younger and older generations, and things will
change.”

Israeli Jews were not always so terrified of the Palestinians
whom they rule in the occupied territories. Gavron recalls how
in the two decades after the 1967 war and before the first
Intifada, for Israelis, “traveling through … the West Bank
became routine. From Jerusalem we would drive north to
Galilee or south to the Negev desert without thinking twice
about it. We would vacation on the beautiful Sinai coast, hike
through the Golan Heights, and enjoy meals in the charming
outdoor restaurants of Bethlehem and Jericho.”24 My relatives
in Battir remember many such visitors, drawn by the village’s
lush terraces planted with every variety of fruit, and Saturday
shopping in the West Bank town of Tulkarm was a regular
event for Israelis from the nearby coastal region. Palestinian
tolerance during this period points to the fallacy of the claim
that many in Israel and America continue to make: that
Palestinians are inherently hostile to Israelis and would murder
them at any opportunity. Today, few Israelis would dare to
venture into the heart of a Palestinian city, unless they w7ere
riding in a tank or a bulldozer, but it took decades to reach
today’s level of hostility.

While Israelis shopped and ate in Palestinian towns and
seized Palestinian lands, Palestinians themselves traveled
freely to every part of the country to take up the jobs that



Israelis once did themselves—construction work, picking fruit,
and cleaning.
Palestinians and Israelis sometimes formed intimate and
mutually dependent relationships. Danae Elon, the daughter of
Amos Elon, a vocal Israeli critic of the occupation, explored
the relationship between her family and that of their
Palestinian servant from the West Bank in her highly
acclaimed 2004 film Another Road Home. Musa Obeidallah
from Battir worked for the family for eighteen hours a day
from the time Danae was born until she grew up. Musa
faithfully ironed her uniform when she went to do her military
service in the army of occupation. Through making the film,
Danae learns what this relationship truly meant to Musa and
his family. First, she discovers that “Musa” is not even his real
name, but one he adopted to spare Israelis the difficulty of
having to pronounce “Mahmoud,” which includes a guttural
“h” sound that Ashkenazi Hebrew speakers find difficult to
make. She also learns how Musa’s children, now owners of a
pharmacy in the gritty industrial town of Paterson, New Jersey,
grew up without their father as he devoted their childhoods to
caring for the Elons so he could earn enough to send them to
university. She learns how Musa’s children knew so much
about her life yet she was oblivious to theirs. Danae only truly
gets to know Musa once they meet outside the context of
military occupation and the inescapable imbalance of power
that makes equal human relations impossible. Another
powerful document is the 1989 book My Enemy, My Self by
Israeli journalist Yoram Binur, who spent almost a year
undercover disguised as a Palestinian day laborer. Binur
recounts his experience along with Palestinians from across
the occupied territories vying for ill-paid and backbreaking
day work at Tel Aviv’s “slave market.” Together with
Palestinians
from Gaza s Rafah refugee camp, he slept in illegal, rat-
infested boardinghouses in Tel Aviv kept by Jewish employers
to help the workers evade the tough regulations prohibiting
overnight stays.25 Hundreds of thousands of workers like
Musa and those encountered by Binur, some of them my own
family from Bat-tir, worked in Israel for years, forming the



invisible underclass on which the Israeli economy came to
rely. But Palestinians also learned Hebrew and came to terms
with the irrevocable reality of the Israeli presence. This
coexistence of sorts ended with the outbreak of the first
Intifada in 1987, which signaled that Palestinians had had
enough. Today Danae Elon says that the account of Palestine-
Israel she gave in her film “is not two separate stories but
one,” because “the two peoplefs] are completely interrelated
and intertwined on every possible level,” and “in reality,
Palestine is Israel today and Israel is Palestine.” She is one of
the new generation of Israelis who dares to say that “the only
solution that is viable” is a single state for both peoples.26

Even when Israeli Jews once more come to understand that
Palestinians are not bloodthirsty murderers, there remains the
argument that Israel is needed as a Jewish safe haven. One
Israeli peace activist friend presented the prevailing Zionist
view when she reported the comments of her mother, a refugee
who Hed Germany in 1935: “‘The state of Israel makes sure
that next time we will not die unprotected, but with a rifle in
our hand’; for this reason, Jews cannot afford the luxury of
understanding the Palestinian point of view.” Such views, my
friend was suggesting, are so deeply entrenched that there is
simply no point challenging them. But one could argue that the
most dangerous place in the world to be a Jew is in Israel-
Palestine, and that this is the direct result of the conflict that
arose from establishing a state that benefits and privileges
Jews in a country already populated by a non-Jewish majority.
The point is not to deny Jews a safe haven in Palestine-Israel,
but to make the necessary changes that can at last allow it to
become one for the first time since Israel was founded.

There is some evidence that other Israeli Jews are open to
imagining a joint future. One such person is Aron Trauring,
the creator of the Web site Aron’s Israel Peace Weblog.
Trauring’s mother and her family fled Belgium after the Nazi
invasion, eventually ending up in America; Aron Trauring
himself was born into an observant Orthodox Jewish family in
New York in 1954 and eventually moved to Israel, where he
and his wife raised four children. At the height of the second
Intifada, Trauring’s third son decided to become a



conscientious objector. “The army really lashes out at these
young people,” Aron explains, and “at this point I said I’ve
had enough and if people want to be suicidal, that’s their
choice, but it’s something I am going to opt out of.” In 2002,
after twenty years in Israel, Trauring and his wife returned to
the United States. Aron’s questioning of Israel’s policies began
during his military service in the first Intifada, when he
witnessed severe abuse of Palestinians by the army. After he
returned to civilian life, it gnawed at him. “One of the things
we grew up on is that the world was silent while the Jews were
being killed,” he recalls,.“so you have this value that ‘you will
stand up against injustice.’ And inside I am saying to myself,
‘you didn’t stand up against injustice, you didn’t raise your
hand to stop it, you participated in it.’”27

Trauring’s approach now is pragmatic and humanistic: “We
have to say whatever the past, whatever the origins of the
conflict, you have several million Jews living there and several
million Arabs and both of these people feel this is their home,
like my children. You can’t say this was once the Palestinian
home, so all the Jews should go back. On the other hand, why
is it okay for my children to live in Israel, while the children of
Palestinian refugees can’t come back? How can that be just to
say we’ll have this thing where they’ll be over there and we’ll
be over here. It isn’t just.” As much as he grappled with the
dilemma, Trauring could not see how to partition the country
without perpetuating existing injustices or creating new ones
that would only spur more conflict.

For Trauring, the only way out of the dead end is to change
the terms of the discussion. “As long as we are talking about
the right to land, [the discussion] is threatening to both
peoples,” he explains. “Who cares who owns the land?
Everyone who lives there owns the land. The issue is how can
all the people who live there have equal rights. How can all the
people live under the principles of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights?” If people accept the principle of
democracy, Aron explains, then the whole need for separate
ethnic states for Israelis and Palestinians falls away and solves
the problem of who lives where. “What does garbage
collection have to do with being Jewish?” he asks. “What does



it have to do with being Arab? How you run a police force, all
the functions of a state, what does that have to do with your
ethnicity?” Where culture does matter is with respect to issues
like education, but here Aron points out the contradictions that
already exist in Jewish Israel. For instance, there are three
school systems, one for secular Jewish students, one for
Orthodox Jews, and another for the ultraOrthodox. “So even in
this Jewish state,” Trauring argues, “you have three school
systems, so why can’t you have different cultural education in
a multiethnic state?” Despite pessimism about the current state
of affairs, Trauring retains an abiding faith that “except for the
settlers, who say God gave us this land and democracy is
worthless, the vast majority of Israelis are not going to say no,
we are not going to be a democracy.” The conversation about
civil rights and democracy, rather than sovereignty over land,
Trauring is convinced, “will be a lot more disturbing to
Israelis,” but ultimately, he believes, they “have a strong
commitment to social justice and democracy, and …
confronting them with these contradictions between their
values and what they are doing” will provide a way forward.

Trauring is almost certainly right that the most zealous
settlers could never come to terms with coexisting with the
Palestinians. That may not matter should the majority of
Israelis ever opt for a multiethnic democracy. But at least one
sympathizer with the religious settler movement proved that
even in that community conversions are not impossible. David
Landau also moved to Israel from the United States after high
school, becoming Orthodox and joining the Israeli army as
part of a Hesder yeshiva combat unit made up of religious
students who study and serve together. He served in the army’s
elite Givati Brigade and became a vigorous supporter of the
Gush Emu-nim religious settler movement. He admired the
settlers as if they were pioneers taming the Wild West. But, as
for Trauring, the experience of policing the occupation during
the first
Intifada plunged him into a lengthy period of introspection. “I
was really, really torn because there was a part of me that saw
the occupation as horrible and yet there was a part of me that
saw a need for the occupation, or the belief that it was justified



somehow,” Landau remembers. “And so I feel a little sort of
like the South African who lives under apartheid” and
“somehow justifies the apartheid.”28

Landau reached the same conclusion shared by Ehud
Olmert and the majority of Israeli Jews who support unilateral
separation: Israel could not continue to rule the Palestinians
forever. But his thinking led him in a very different direction:
“A Jewish state that occupies people and keeps them down
didn’t make sense anymore and if that’s what it was going to
take to have a Jewish state, then it didn’t deserve to be a
Jewish state.” Ultimately, Landau predicts that Israelis will
understand that their country cannot be “exclusively Jewish,”
and he hopes to see it transformed into “a democratic state that
supports all members of its population, respects them and
treats them well.” He hopes that Israel will turn from being an
isolated garrison into a “crossroads of cultures” and a “center
of commerce, trade, conversation and negotiation.” After
several tours of duty in the occupied territories, Landau
decided to return to the United States. But he dreams of going
back to Israel. “I’ve been very homesick. .. . There’s such a
vibrancy in the life there,” he says wistfully. “There’s a part of
my soul that talks to me there.”

Within Israel there are expressions of similar sentiments,
however tentative. In June 2004, a group of Israeli Jewish
intellectuals gathered at the beach resort of Giv’at Olga and
issued an extraordinary statement, which read in part:

We are united in the recognition that this country belongs to
all its sons and daughters—citizens and residents, both
present and absentees (the uprooted Palestinian citizens of
Israel in ’48)—with no discrimination on personal or
communal grounds, irrespective of citizenship or
nationality, religion, culture, ethnicity or gender. Thus we
demand the immediate annulment of all laws, regulations
and practices that discriminate between Jewish and Arab
citizens of Israel, and the dissolution of all institutions,
organizations and authorities based on such laws,
regulations and practices.29



Signed by over one hundred Israeli Jews, many of them
prominent academics, the “Olga Document” leaves open the
form of coexistence, whether it be in one or two states, or
some kind of federation, but as its signatories affirm, only the
principles of equality and taking responsibility for Israel’s
actions can “lay the foundations on which the people of this
country can set up the proper common frameworks for life
together.” The Olga Document challenges Israelis “to take the
first step in the long journey that can extricate [them] from the
tangle of denial, repression, distortion of reality, loss of
direction, and forsaking of conscience in which the people of
Israel have been trapped for generations.” As far-reaching as
the document is, in Israeli terms, the immediate goal of its
authors is modest: “We seek to start off a genuine public
discussion about the Israeli blind alley in which we live and
the profound changes needed in order to break out of it.” That
is exactly what needs to happen now, not only among Israeli
Jews but among Palestinians and all who desire peace.

♦ ♦ *
With the failure of the two-state solution and ongoing
realignments within both Israeli and Palestinian politics, we
are at a moment of profound uncertainty and risk but also of
tantalizing opportunity. There is no credible “peace process” to
provide hope that the misery on the ground is merely a
transitory phase on the way to deliverance, and the one big
idea that is supposed to save us—the Palestinian state—lies in
tatters. There is a need for urgent action on two fronts: One is
in the realm of dialogue, imagination, and construction of an
inclusive vision. At the same time, there is a pressing need for
resistance to the outcome Israel is trying to impose on the
Palestinians, one that can only lead to greater bloodshed and
suffering on all sides. These appear to be contradictory
mandates, but they must go hand in hand.

In South Africa, the ANC was able to put forward a vision
that eventually convinced most whites that their best interests
lay in participation rather than rejection. If those who support
Palestinian rights fail to dedicate themselves to constructing
such a vision, Israelis who desire change will find their backs
pressed further up against an intransigent wall, leading to even



more extreme measures than the prison regime of settlements
and checkpoints. Benny Elon, the leading advocate of forced
“transfer” for all Palestinians, knows that he does not have
majority support now. He is patiently laying the groundwork
for the day when Israelis see no other way to ensure their own
survival. Those voices in Israel calling for selective non-
Jewish birth control and other abhorrent measures will only
gain strength as partition fails and leaves a vacuum.
Palestinians, too, robbed of hope, will gravitate to ever more
radical and extreme approaches. It is vital to show both
peoples that there is another way: we must insist on a debate
over alternatives to the two-state solution that will allow each
community to secure its rights, identity, and legitimacy by
embracing the other as equal. The debate I propose is not an
idle intellectual exercise: By talking of a common future and
imagining it, we engage in the act of creating it; we introduce
a different prospect to endless war. It is only through
shattering taboos, questioning long-held assumptions, and
articulating a vision that we can move the idea of coexistence
in a single state from the far margins to the center of
discussion. Simply by admitting the notion to the range of
possibilities, we change the landscape.

At the same time, without resistance to raise the cost of the
status quo, few Israeli Jews will have much incentive to
question their government’s policy and force a change of
direction. It is human to hold on even to a dismal present for
fear of a more uncertain future. We must, therefore, push
forward with an international struggle to resist and dismantle
Israel’s inhumane policies, which are implemented with
complicity from the United States, Europe, and some Arab
governments. Every Palestinian is in a position to demand that
the leadership engage in a struggle that is not only morally
defensible but effective, one that mobilizes the greatest
number of people in civil disobedience and mass
demonstrations that make the system of walls, checkpoints,
land confiscations, and new settlements ungovernable and
unworkable. This can only work when combined with an
international campaign to isolate Israel for as long as it pursues
these measures. Within Palestine-Israel, more than 170
Palestinian organizations, unions, and institutions have



supported the Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and
Cultural Boycott of Israel, which stresses that it targets Israeli
institutions that refuse to condemn and work against the
occupation and other discriminatory state policies. The
campaign calls on people worldwide to follow suit. In
February 2006, dozens of prominent Israeli filmmakers and
artists signed a statement recognizing the main premise for this
boycott—that there can be no normal relations between
Palestinian and Israeli institutions that do not oppose the
occupation, while occupation and radical inequality persist.50

At every stage, it must be made clear that the campaign is not
aimed at Israelis as human beings but at the unjust system their
government has built. There can be no place in this struggle
for violence that targets Israeli civilians.

Palestinians and their allies already have assets to build on,
though it is important to realize that their struggle is
significantly different from that against South African
apartheid in a number of ways. The apartheid regime enjoyed
strong support from the United States as an ally in the battle
against what Washington saw as revolutionary communism
spreading in southern Africa. Many U.S. and European
corporations were heavily invested in South Africa’s
industries, especially its mines. The Reagan administration and
the government of Margaret Thatcher both strongly resisted
the imposition of sanctions until they were forced to succumb
to enormous public and international pressure. Within the
United States and the United Kingdom, the South African
government had staunch allies on the political right. Chester
Crocker, Reagan’s envoy to Southern Africa and architect of
the policy of “constructive engagement” toward Pretoria, told
a South African reporter, “All Reagan knows about South
Africa is that he’s on the side of the whites.”31 Many right-
wing think tanks that were perhaps less ignorant also sided
with Pretoria. The American evangelical leader Jerry Falwell,
a Christian Zionist supporter of Israel today, was a prominent
apologist for the apartheid regime in the early 1980s. But
beyond these albeit influential circles, there was no broad
ideological constituency of support for Afrikaner nationalism
per se, comparable to the pro-Israel Zionist constituencies in



the United States. Moreover, the fall of the Berlin Wall in
November 1989 and the end of the Soviet era certainly
diminished the U.S.—South African alliance and hastened the
collapse of apartheid. By contrast, in the global war of the
early twenty-first century, “the war against terror,” Israel is
seen as a key U.S. ally in the struggle against an amorphous
Islamic extremism of which the Palestinians are alleged to be
an element. Groups like Hamas, which to Palestinians are part
of a legitimate national resistance, are viewed by Washington
as enemies.

In another difference, the United States Congress, under the
leadership of the Congressional Black Caucus, was key in
forcing the Reagan administration to abandon “constructive
engagement” and eventually impose sanctions on South
Africa. The antiapartheid movement struck deep chords in
America, where the civil rights struggle was so recent, and
supporting sanctions became in effect a test of a politician’s
commitment to civil rights at home as much as a foreign-
policy position. In the case of Israel-Palestine, Congress stands
as one of the leading obstacles to a sensible Middle East
policy, consistently passing
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resolutions endorsing by huge margins virtually any position
placed before it by AIPAC lobbyists (the handful of
representatives who have voted most consistently against such
resolutions have also often been members of the
Congressional Black Caucus).

Thus Palestinians face an even greater struggle for support
than did apartheid’s opponents. Still, apartheid nonetheless had
powerful allies who helped Pretoria resist change until the end.
Ultimately, governments and businesses with investments in
South Africa only started to divest when broad-based public
campaigns rendered such dealings morally unacceptable and
politically untenable. And despite efforts by the American and
Israeli right wings, on the one hand, and some Islamist
ideologues on the other, to portray the Palestinian struggle as
part of a generalized war of civilizations between Islam and
the West, it remains widely accepted that the conflict is one of



a struggle for power between two peoples in a specific piece of
land and that it requires a political solution.

One common misconception about the antiapartheid
struggle is that the ANC masterminded the global campaign of
sanctions and boycotts that eventually made white South
Africans understand they needed to change. The reality is that
while the ANC and other parties directed the struggle within
the country, its real contribution to the global campaign was
not organizational but visionary. Much of the activism was
simply ad hoc. As for the PLO, its older leadership never
much appreciated the importance of building an international
movement. Its strategy was always focused on winning
diplomatic recognition from world leaders. The PLO and later
the Palestinian Authority were
obsessed with behaving like a government, setting up
“embassies’” in prestigious capitals when they should have
been leading a liberation campaign. Time and again,
Palestinian leaders have been confronted with the reality that
just sitting at a table with James Baker or Bill Clinton does not
constitute influence.

Yet despite a crippling lack of coherence and vision from
their leadership, Palestinians have neither weakened nor faded
away as Israeli leaders hoped and predicted. Both the
steadfastness of Palestinians on the ground, who have refused
to abandon their claim to rights and dignity, and the support of
the Palestinian diaspora have helped hold the line against the
assault on the validity of their cause. In small towns and
college campuses all across America there is always a
dedicated, savvy, and fearless local group with perhaps five,
ten, or twenty members challenging the local Zionist
establishment. Even more striking is that several newer
Palestinian rights groups do not include a single Palestinian—
a confirmation that the struggle has enormous universal
appeal.

This movement is growing. Student groups have forced the
issue of Palestinian rights and U.S. support for Israeli abuses
into the mainstream; they have put forward resolutions calling
on universities to divest pension funds and other assets from
companies whose work profits from or supports the Israeli



occupation. Campaigns that started on university campuses
have already moved into the larger society. In July 2004, the
General Assembly of the Presbyterian Chuch USA passed a
resolution calling for selective divestment from companies
whose work in Israel contributes to the oppression of
Palestinians. The immediate effect of this resolution was to
spark vigorous debate in Presbyterian congregations across the
country. The leading national pro-Israel organizations
mobilized all their resources to try to halt the momentum, but
in 2005 the United Church of Christ followed the Presbyterian
lead.

In February 2006, the Church of England voted, with the
support of its global leader, the Archbishop of Canterbury, to
divest from all “companies profiting from the illegal
occupation” of Palestinian territories.32 Consequently efforts
were made to force the church to sell several million dollars’
worth of stock in Caterpillar, the U.S. company whose
bulldozers are routinely used to demolish Palestinian homes.
The same month a group of sixty architects, including some of
the most prominent British practitioners, met to consider a
boycott targeting the Israeli construction industry because in
their view, “planning, architecture and other construction
disciplines are being used to promote an apartheid system of
environmental control.” The fact that such boycotts are not
anti-Israeli but projustice was highlighted by Eyal Weizman,
the Israeli director of the architecture center at London’s
prestigious Goldsmith College, who concurred that because
the wall and the settlements were deemed illegal by the
International Court of Justice, “[W]e should boycott any
company which does business, any architects that participate
—anyone facilitating these human rights violations and war
crimes.”33 Then, in May 2006, the convention of the 200,000-
strong Ontario branch of the Canadian Union of Public
Employees voted overwhelmingly to support the international
campaign of boycott, divestment, and sanctions as long as
Israel maintained its current policies, as did the UK’s largest
university lecturers union, the National Association of
Teachers in Further and Higher Education?4



These campaigns have faced fierce resistance. But they
have put many pro-Israeli government groups on the defensive
and have exposed Israeli and U.S. government policies to the
close scrutiny from which they had always been shielded. The
ADL has been so alarmed by the upsurge in activism that it
has worked hard to scare people away from involvement by
waving the banner of anti-Semitism. ADL director Abraham
Foxman published an article setting out what he called “litmus
tests to assess when criticism of Israel crosses the line” into
anti-Semitism. In a remarkably intolerant passage, he wrote:
“First, let me say anti-Zionism is anti-Semitism. There should
be no debate about that.”35 The associate dean of the Simon
Wiesenthal Center, Rabbi Abraham Cooper, set a new standard
in moral blackmail by labeling a United Church of Christ
resolution calling on Israel to dismantle the illegal West Bank
separation wall “functionally anti-Semitic.”36

The ferocity of these reactions demonstrate that the
growing divestment movement is a powerfully effective tool.
True, counterpressure has sometimes succeeded in stifling
debate. In January 2006, for example, after a government
minister in Norway supported a regional Norwegian decision
to impose a boycott on Israeli goods, she was forced to retract
her position; Norway’s foreign minister apologized to Israel
and the United States, promising that “it has never been and
will never be the position of the Norwegian government to
advocate any such policy toward Israel.”37 Weeks later, the
American Association of University Professors, under pressure
from pro-Israel groups including the ADL, canceled a
conference in which proboycott professors were due to
participate?8 The intensity of these efforts perhaps indicates
the Israeli establishment’s realization that it is on shaky and
ultimately indefensible grounds. A confidential ten-year
forecast produced in 2004 by Israel’s foreign ministry
concluded that the country is on a collision course with Europe
and could be isolated as a pariah state, like apartheid South
Africa, if the conflict is not resolved soon?9 The contradictions
that made this assessment valid in 2004 have only increased.

Since decades of worldwide protest have not succeeded in
bringing about a Palestinian state or weakening Israel’s hold



on the occupied territories, one might argue that such protest
can hardly be expected to bring about a joint democratic state.
Though compelling, this objection misses the point.
Palestinians do not have the political or material strength to
stop the settlements and walls that have rendered a two-state
solution unworkable. But Israel’s might is useless in a struggle
that is not about winning territory but securing democratic
rights for all. This is why opposition to the grim realities must
be coupled with a battle of ideas in which’walls and
checkpoints provide no defense. Furthermore, it is why the
struggle must take a moral form that offers Israel no excuses
for its oppressive measures.

The global campaign for Palestinian rights and against
Israeli injustice, despite the counterattack, continues to grow,
through ad hoc grassroots alliances between Palestinian
activists and civil society and their allies around the world,
including some in Israel?0 The campaigns copy the tactics of
the antiapartheid struggle, but there is a lack of strategic
coherence, which is related to the absence of a unifying vision.
Even those who are convinced that a one-state solution offers
the only possibility for peace and justice are reluctant to call
for it openly. At the moment, there is not enough consensus
around it, thus the urgent task is to build such a consensus.

The New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman visited
the West Bank in 2003 and saw the wall that Israel had built
completely encircling the city of Qalqilya, part of the larger
separation wall system. Friedman concluded that “[r]ather than
create the outlines of a two-state solution, this wall will kill
that idea for Palestinians, and drive them, over time, to
demand instead a one-state solution—where they and the Jews
would have equal rights… .” Friedman warned that “this
transformation of the Palestinian cause will be very
problematic for Israel. If American Jews think it’s hard to
defend Israel today on college campuses, imagine what it will
be like when their kids have to argue against the principle of
one man, one vote.”41 Friedman exhorted Israel to rush to
create a truncated Palestinian state along the lines of the Camp
David proposals to save itself from this fate. But since he
wrote those words, the wall has continued to snake its way



through the West Bank, as new settlements—some now
populated by settlers who evacuated Gaza—proliferate.

Friedman’s alarm should be taken as implicit recognition
that Israel’s insistence on maintaining its exclusivist Jewish
character, in spite of the reality that Palestine-Israel is and has
always been a multicultural, multireligious country, is a
chauvinistic appeal to ethnic tribalism that stands no chance in
a contest against democratic and universal principles.
Although he may be appalled by this, I can’t help but find
Friedman’s discomfiture most encouraging. This is one of
those moments when ordinary people can, through talking,
acting, thinking, and imagining together, improve the lives of
millions of Israelis and Palestinians. Perhaps, by transforming
the country from a place of misery and death to a normal
society, those same ordinary people can truly change the world
for the better.
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