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To my grandchildren, in the hope that they will soon see the advent of a final breakthrough
to peace.
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Preface

Curiosity is as good a reason as any to write a book. And, indeed, that was the reason for most of
the books I have written, as distinct from the posing of an hypothesis to be proven or disproven.
In the case of the present book, my curiosity was sparked by two events – actually, people. The
first was a graduate student and friend, Itay Mizrav, who told me of a “fascinating” M.A.
seminar he was taking with Professor Eli Podeh on “Missed Opportunities” in the Arab–Israeli
conflict. The second was a passing comment by Professor Zaki Shalom at a conference abroad to
the effect that King Hussein had made a peace offer to Israel in the summer of 1967. The latter
revelation actually angered me since I remembered hastening to see the Occupied Territories
(especially Bethlehem, Jericho, etc.) immediately after the 1967 war since at the time we fully
expected that Israel would be returning the territories, in exchange for peace. Moshe Dayan, then
minister of defense, had actually said the government was waiting for a phone call – a comment
made more cynically, I now know, than sincerely at the time. There were, of course, those who
knew about the Jordanian initiative, but the general public and even many of my academic
colleagues were not aware of this. So, my curiosity having been sparked by these two comments,
I began researching past Israeli negotiations with the purpose not only of finding out what had
transpired, but, more importantly for me, why – if peace had been offered, or perhaps been
possible, at various times since 1967, why were we still struggling with the conflict? Thus, my
interest was to try to determine just what accounted for – and perhaps still accounts for – the
failure to reach peace or, conversely, the few successes that did occur. More specifically, I was
interested in understanding what motivated or shaped Israeli positions at each (potential) cross-
road. This has not been of merely academic interest to me, though I believe my findings will be
of some academic value. Rather, it has been important to me personally, as an Israeli, to
understand what lay behind the contribution – or lack of contribution – of my own government to
the breakthroughs or failures in the attempts at resolution of the conflict over the years. This is of
particular importance to me and many other Israelis who believe that resolution of the conflict is
essential to the well-being and future of Israel no less than it is to that of the Palestinians or our
other neighbors. It is my hope that identifying, to the extent possible, those factors that affected
past efforts at peacemaking can inform and improve future efforts.

A number of people assisted me in the preparation of this book, most notably my two
assistants, Eddo Bar and Lavi Melman, who were extraordinarily helpful with the research. Their
resourcefulness, thoroughness, and dedication were indispensable. I am particularly indebted to
Shaul Arieli for the use of his maps and also his explanations and comments; similarly, Uri Bar
Josef was of great assistance. I enjoyed numerous stimulating conversations with Ambassador
Dan Kurtzer on the topic and, additionally, a number of people consented to extensive
interviews, preferring anonymity. I am grateful to them as well. The Lauder School of
Government, Diplomacy and Strategy at the Interdisciplinary Center, Herzliya, generously
provided research funds, and the fantastic staff of the IDC Library were most helpful in ferreting
out material for me. Gila Svirsky was kind enough to provide transliteration of the Hebrew titles



for the references, though we have left proper nouns (names, labels) in their familiar form. In
general, I am grateful to friends, colleagues, and family with whom I discussed many of the often
depressing things I discovered researching this book – in particular, the fact that there need not
have been so many failures. Everyone’s patience is greatly appreciated, including that of the
excellent people at Routledge and the UCLA series in which this book appears.



1 Introduction

The Arab–Israeli conflict, as a prolonged, periodically violent, and unresolved conflict generally
falls into the category of “intractable” conflicts. While not necessarily unresolvable, such
conflicts are characterized by the difficulty to transform them – that is, to achieve a breakthrough
to peaceful resolution. Therefore, a search for just which factors – in their presence or absence –
can make a difference with regard to a breakthrough is of utmost importance. Concomitantly, an
understanding of those factors that impede or actually cause failure are no less important. The
identification of such factors, the context in which they appear, or their very absence at any given
time, as well as the inter-relationship and interaction between them may provide keys to eventual
resolution of the conflict.

The factors themselves are linked to the various characteristics of intractable conflict, beyond,
of course, from the dominant characteristic of intractability. There is a quite a long list of
additional characteristics, suggested most notably by Louis Kriesberg and also Peter Coleman,
the earliest researchers of the phenomenon. Kriesberg’s explanation of intractable conflict notes
such characteristics as deep-seated identity issues, repeated cycles of violence, perception of the
conflict by the protagonists as destructive, internalized longstanding grievances (serving as
reasons for continuing the conflict), and institutionalization of the conflict.1 Characteristics are
dynamic (changing over time) and often linked to one another, but Kriesberg ties them to four
core components: identities, grievances, goals, and means. Identities are the ways in which the
protagonists view themselves as a collective or in relationship to their adversaries and the way
their adversaries view them. These may stand in a negative relationship to one another, full
expression of one perceived as negating the other in a zero-sum relationship. Herb Kelman calls
these “monolithic identities.”2 Thus, identity issues may be perceived as existential threats,
particularly in ethno-national conflicts.3 Grievances are generally connected to the issue of
justice or the perception of wrongs that have been done by one side to the other. Goals are a
component when one side perceives the goals of the other side as damaging or costly or
uncompromising. Goals, too, may be perceived as a zero-sum matter. Finally, it is characteristic
of intractable conflict that coercion is perceived as the only effective means, creating a culture of
violence in which force or violence, often reciprocated, contribute to a conflict’s destructiveness
and persistence, according to Kriesberg.

Peter Coleman’s approach from political psychology includes some 57 possible
characteristics, many of which are more detailed aspects of some of Kriesberg’s categories or
components.4 Notable additions are: “tainted infrastructure: compromised institutions, laws, and
social norms for conflict regulation,” “multiple and varied stakeholders,” “intragroup divisions
and factions,” “hub issues: grievances embedded with broad beliefs, ideologies, and basic
assumptions,” “pervasiveness: conflict spreads into functional aspects of life (education, cultural
systems, etc.) and transforms them into tools of conflict,” and many more. The long list might
also include history (past trauma), ideology, simple thirst for power, or repeated misperceptions,



betrayal of trust, and emotions such as frustration, fear, hate, sense of loss, loyalty, anger,
disgust. Like Kriesberg, Coleman sees the many characteristics as dynamic, particularly with
regard to salience but also in connection with each other. There can be tipping points at which
increasing intensity of a conflict goes beyond a threshold into a situation of no constraints.5 At
the same time, both thinking and emotions harden, with a feeling that there is no solution. If
religion (which reflects faith rather than reason or empirical evidence) is added, contrary views
may be perceived as threatening, thereby hardening thinking and emotions.6

Moving into the realm of emotions, Daniel Bar-tal sums up many of the above-mentioned
characteristics as part of an “Ethos of Conflict” that develops in an intractable conflict. This is a
situation in which the conflict has become a central, unifying factor in society with “frozen”
beliefs regarding: the justice of one’s goals, security concerns (threats and dangers), de-
legitimization (and dehumanization) of the adversary, a positive collective self-image, sense of
victimization (due to acts of the adversary), perceived need for unity, the value of patriotism, and
peace (as a goal – i.e., belief that one is peace-loving). The dominant emotion behind these
beliefs is fear, leading to anger and hate.7 These emotions may be directly connected with the
element of trust, or rather mistrust of the other side. Trust in the context of conflict has been
defined most often as reliance on or belief that the other side will do what it has committed to do,
or expectations of reciprocity.8 A certain risk or gamble is implied, distrust or the absence of
trust rendering the risk factor greater. At play is the credibility of the commitment of the other
side to honor an agreement. Where credibility is absent or low, there is an unwillingness to make
judgments or (to risk) actions such as compromises based on the commitments of the other side.
Misperception may be one direct result.9

Obviously the attributes ascribed to intractable conflict are factors that operate toward
rendering the conflict intractable and as such can be said to constitute barriers to resolution.
Amongst other things, the dynamics of the psychological factors “inhibit de-escalation of a
conflict and peaceful resolution” “because adhering to their goals results in delegitimization,
distrust, and hatred” of the adversary.10 In more concrete terms, these factors, individually or in
combination, may thwart efforts to reach agreement, operating at the elite (decision-making)
level or within the society at large, affecting public opinion, which may, in turn, affect decision-
making. Overcoming these barriers may be only one task, for at the extremes they will have
produced outright opposition in the form of veto-players or spoilers with whom would-be
peacemakers must contend.11 Spoilers’ efforts to undermine a peace process or agreement may
be motivated by concern over a threat to their worldview, their interests, or their power. Thus
they range from those ideologically opposed to those who may lose out or believe that they will
lose from a particular agreement. Steven Stedman speaks of three types of spoilers: the greedy
spoiler (seeking better conditions on a cost/benefit basis); total spoilers whose goals are
uncompromising and incompatible with the proposed agreement; and the limited spoiler who has
modest goals. While all three may be committed more or less to their goals, only the total spoiler
remains unchanging. Both Coleman and Miriam Ellman suggest that religiously motivated
spoilers might be included in this group. Other categorization might describe spoilers as those
who perceive transformation of the conflict as undermining their rights, privileges, resources, or
security.12 Just as there are many methods that spoilers may employ, including violence, there



are also many circumstances in which they may operate (outside the process, within, etc.). For
example, Ellman specifically deals with critical coalition partners, while others refer to
unintentional spoilers whose actions – or lack of action – weaken trust without explicitly
intending such an outcome.13 An additional category has been suggested of “devious spoilers” –
that is, those who actually enter negotiations or a peace process with no intention of reaching
agreement, possibly because they simply do not believe that their adversary is capable of
compromise on issues essential to the other side.14

Thus there are numerous factors constituting barriers that may impede resolution of an
intractable conflict or its transformation, preventing a significant breakthrough in relations
between the protagonists. The persistence of such barriers, including the existence of spoilers,
may turn a potential breakthrough or actual peace process into a failure. Yet, there are many
suggested ways of overcoming the barriers, coping with the different factors and managing
spoilers. In general, one might simply say that a significant weakening of, or changes in any or
some of, the above factors could make a difference. In the domestic realm, as suggested by
Kriesberg, changes may occur in public opinion or public support, possibly (but not necessarily)
as the result of other domestic changes or events, such as socio-economic developments (e.g.,
recession, globalization); a dramatic or traumatic event (which Ronald Krebs maintains can even
be war15); leadership change (what Ellman refers to as change in agency16); power shifts;
demography (immigration, generational change); perceived costs of continued conflict; “war
weariness”; reduction or satisfaction of grievances; changes in relative weight of domestic
groups (such as peace groups, or those who profit from the conflict) or the weakening of
spoilers; new technology and weapons development presenting an intolerable threat or changing
the nature of the threat; change in the image of the enemy; the appearance of a new, threatening
enemy; change in the conceptualization of national (collective) identity; ideological change.17
Changes in one protagonist may trigger change in the other – for example, revision of the
adversary’s goals, strength, or composition, satisfaction of some of its grievances; Coleman
refers to good signs or confidence-building measures from the other side that allay fears for the
future.

William Zartman would put it more simply as the perception, by both sides, of having reached
a mutually hurting stalemate coupled with the appearance of an opportunity. The latter may come
from outside and, indeed, outside factors may play an important role in combating intractability:
regional developments (threatening instability or power shifts and interests, alliances), power
shifts in the international arena, global norms, third-party involvement (pressure, mediation,
tradeoffs, proposals, guarantees). Finally, overcoming barriers must include dealing with
spoilers, whether they work inside or outside (e.g., from the diaspora) or third parties altogether.
Stedman suggests three ways in which spoilers may be “managed”: inducement, socialization,
and coercion. The first would involve addressing the grievances or fears of the spoilers; others
might call this inclusion. The second would entail incentives and persuasion to abide by accepted
norms of behavior, and the third would threaten punishment (penalties). The punishment need
not be direct or military, but rather could rely on arguments such as the spoiler’s potential losses
since the train would leave the station with or without them.

Within almost each of these factors that may lead to change or overcoming barriers, there are
sub-categories, variations, and, in some cases, methodologies for ensuring them. Coleman, in



particular, focuses on the more long-term, psychological, and epistemological methods for
breaking down the barriers, while everything from peace education, peace journalism, track two
endeavors, grass roots activism, citizen diplomacy, and more are part of conflict resolution
repertoires important for transforming intractable conflicts.18 Some of these are geared to the
public at large, others to elites and decision-makers, or all together. Similarly, not necessarily all
the characteristic of intractable conflict nor all the factors for changing them apply to the general
public as well as the leadership, though the Ethos of Conflict presumably does apply to both, to
one degree or another. In any case, the roles of both the public and the leadership must be
considered in analyzing a breakthrough or failure.

As an intractable conflict, the Arab–Israeli conflict has demonstrated or experienced most if
not all the characteristics mentioned. Indeed, it has been cited as an example of such a conflict by
Coleman, Kriesberg, Bar-tal, and others, serving as a model for understanding intractable
conflict perhaps even more frequently than Northern Ireland or Cyprus amongst other intractable
conflicts. While various characteristics, such as its centuries-long history of persecution and the
Holocaust, or its relatively recent creation as a Jewish state in the midst of an Arab/Muslim
region, or its particular political system and mix of religion with nationalism may all be specific
to Israel, they nevertheless fit the multifaceted paradigm of intractability (and the Ethos of
Conflict) within the categories of history, identity, ideology, grievances, and the like. Of
importance to this study is how these and other attributes of intractability served to block or
prevent a breakthrough, or led to a failure, or, conversely, which of them underwent a change
(and why), enabling a breakthrough.

A breakthrough refers to transformation of the conflict to a peace process – that is, the opening
of steps or talks leading to negotiations and possibly actual conflict resolution (success). This
may entail reacting to or initiating some stimulus, such as taking advantage of an opportunity
that arises or creating an opportunity. Whatever the circumstances, the phenomenon is a
breakthrough leading to peace or at least significant transformation of the conflict that might lead
to peace. A failure then would be the failure to take advantage of an opportunity that might lead
to a breakthrough, or failure might be an actual peace process (negotiations, partial agreements)
that is ended without achieving resolution of the conflict. A set of steps, such as the Oslo
Accords, might constitute both a breakthrough and a failure. Of interest is just what factors may
account for the breakthrough and/or the failure.

It may be impossible to know with certainty exactly what caused a breakthrough or what
changes took place that moved matters toward resolution or what characteristics of intractable
conflict might account for the failure. Nor does it seem possible to quantify confidently the role
or relative value of each factor, particularly, as pointed out by both Kriesberg and Coleman,
because there is usually an interplay of factors, with some more dominant, some less salient
(even unconscious), perhaps testable only at a given time. Archival material, memoires,
interviews all contribute to our understanding, but much is still highly subjective (and partial) as
well as open to interpretation. For example, the myriad accounts of the Camp David 2000 talks,
even by participants, are testimony to these difficulties. In addition, ideally one would try to
determine such factors as they may have operated on both sides of a conflict. And insofar as the
interdependence of factors on both sides is essential to the analysis, this shall be attempted. The
main, more modest endeavor, however, shall be to try to determine just what factors were
operative on the Israeli side of the conflict.



The instances that will be analyzed with regard to breakthroughs and failures are the
following:

Breakthroughs:

•  Egypt 1975–1979;
•  Jordan 1994;
•  Oslo 1993–1996.

Failures:

•  Jordan 1967–1968;
•  Syria 1991–2000;
•  Oslo–Camp David 1996–2000.

Near breakthroughs:

•  Annapolis Process (Palestine, Syria).

There have been many attempts at resolving the Arab–Israeli conflict altogether or in its parts
(bilateral peace agreements) since 1948. Most of them, obviously, failed, though there have been
notable breakthroughs even in some of the cases that ultimately failed, in addition to the two
successful achievements of peace agreements (Israel–Egypt; Israel–Jordan). While there were a
number of attempts in the first decade of Israel’s existence, some of which have been at least
partially analyzed,19 the choice of 1967 for the timeframe is due to a number of reasons.
Although before and after 1967 most of the core issues and problems were ostensibly the same
(land, refugees, water, Israel’s legitimacy and security), the 1967 war changed the nature or
salience of the issues facing the protagonists, as well as many of the parameters of any eventual
agreement. Prior to 1967 the conflict was viewed (particularly in the international community) as
a conflict between states, with the addition of a serious humanitarian refugee problem. Moreover,
despite certain territorial interests and even discussions on such matters between Israel and Egypt
or Israel and Jordan, the conflict appeared to be of a zero-sum nature (i.e., acceptance or
rejection of Israel’s existence by its neighbors). It may be argued, in addition, that failure to deal
with the Palestinians as a national rather than a purely refugee issue only served to delay the
zero-sum battle over Palestine.

1967 ushered in a new era in the conflict. In addition to significant developments within Israel,
major changes emerged with the 1967 Israeli occupation of Syrian, Egyptian, and Jordanian
lands beyond the 1949 Armistice Lines. These lands had a complicated history. When the
Ottoman Empire was divided up after World War I, the British were given a mandate over
Palestine. In 1922 they gave the territory in the eastern part of the Mandate to the Hashemite
Kingdom forming the country of Transjordan. The area to the west of the Jordan River remained
the Palestine Mandate under the British. When the British gave up the mandate in 1947, the
United Nations adopted the partition of Palestine (UNGA Resolution 181) into a “Jewish state”
and an “Arab state”, minus Jerusalem, which was to be under international control. As a result of
the 1948 Arab–Israeli war, both Israel and Jordan captured and incorporated into their countries



parts of Jerusalem and lands that were to have been part of the Arab state according to the
Partition Plan. The part annexed by Jordan (in 1950) was what is known as the West Bank (of
the Jordan River), although only Britain and Pakistan recognized the annexation (excluding East
Jerusalem). Israel’s borders, including the lands beyond the Partition Plan lines, were never
recognized or made official by Israel; rather, they were a de facto (temporary) border determined
by the 1949 Armistice Agreements. Israel’s border with Syria theoretically was the international
border drawn between Syria and the Mandate by France and Britain in 1923, but the Armistice
Agreements of 1949 between Israel and Syria left a long swatch of land, beneath and beyond the
Golan (Syrian) Heights, disputed and demilitarized.20 Between 1949 and 1967 certain parts of
this changed hands and both countries took over much of the demilitarized area, resulting in a
Syrian presence in the northeastern corner of the Sea of Galilee, slightly west of the international
border, when the 1967 war broke out. Sinai was a part of Egypt (since 1906); but the Gaza Strip,
part of the former British Mandate (and due to be part of the Arab state called for in the Partition
Plan), had been held by Egypt as a separate enclave under military rule since the 1949 Armistice
Agreements. With the 1967 war some 1.5 million Palestinians came under Israeli control (in
Jordan’s West Bank, including East Jerusalem, and Egypt’s Gaza Strip).21

The significance of the 1967 changes were, first, that Israel now held bargaining chips –
namely, additional territories that might enable a land for peace deal: a return of the lands to the
previous sovereigns (Syria, Egypt, and Jordan) in exchange for peace, without touching on the
territorial integrity of Israel within its de facto borders, the 1949 Armistice lines, referred to
today as the green line or Israel proper. Indeed, this was the principle inherent in United Nations
Security Council Resolution 242 adopted a few months after the war and accepted by Israel and,
ultimately, the neighboring states. Second, the primary thrust of the Palestinian issue was
henceforth no longer one solely of refugees but of national self-determination for a people under
foreign occupation. This was not initially grasped (UNSC Resolution 242 continued the “refugee
only” approach), although it was to emerge with the transformation of the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO) into a gradually recognized national liberation movement after 1969.22
Moreover, the new situation would affect the chances for peace between Israel and the
Palestinians only once the link was made between the demand for self-determination from
foreign occupation, on the one hand, and the lands occupied in 1967, on the other – namely, the
creation of a Palestinian state next to rather than instead of the state of Israel. This linkage
(limiting the locale for a Palestinian state to the West Bank and Gaza Strip) was long debated
within the PLO (and urged by the Soviets) throughout most of the 1970s and 1980s; but it was
accepted by the PLO only in 1988, as we shall see. It was at this point, made possible by the
1967 war, that an alternative to the zero-sum relationship between Israeli and Palestinian goals
emerged.



Map 1.1 Israel and the Occupied Territories, 1967
Source: Shaul Arieli

Thus the 1967 war was to have a profound effect on the conflict. It precipitated significant
changes in many aspects of the conflict, unleashing processes and developments within the
protagonists themselves, including Israel, while also introducing possibilities and, arguably,
opportunities for resolution. Indeed since 1967 the government of Israel found itself in numerous
peacemaking efforts (not necessarily initiated or sought by Israel), resulting in the breakthroughs,
failures, and near breakthrough listed above. The following chapters will seek to identify and
understand the factors that accounted for these results.
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2 1967–1968 Failure

The 1967 war could have precipitated a breakthrough, at least from the Israeli point of view. An
opportunity for peace had emerged due to, first, changes on the ground – namely, the “bargaining
card” now acquired in the form of the occupied territories beyond the 1949 Armistice lines;
second, an incentive had been created for the Arab states – namely, the return of their territory;
and, third, Israel was now in a strengthened position thanks to its demonstrated military
superiority. Moreover, while Israel could and did expect international pressure to withdraw, as
had occurred following the 1956 war, particularly from Washington, its international situation
was relatively good. As distinct from 1956, the Israeli attack on 5 June 1967 was generally
viewed as one forced upon the country by Egyptian moves, and in many circles Israel was
perceived as the heroic victim more or less abandoned by the world to face three Arab armies
alone. Even if this attitude was not universal, Israel was not generally perceived as an aggressor,
thus granting the country somewhat more leeway or bargaining power (e.g., to demand peace
agreements in exchange for land) than in 1956.

The United States, at least according to President Johnson’s comments to Israel, was not
entirely happy that Israel had preempted the war, but it was optimistic that a breakthrough for
peace might now be possible.1 American policy objectives in the region were traditionally
focused on stability and the avoidance of polarization so that Washington could pursue its
interests with both Israel and the Arab states.2 Following Soviet entry into the region in the mid-
1950s, primarily through an increasingly positive relationship with Egypt, the US had the added
goal of preventing any broadening of the Soviets’ positions there as well as trying to reduce their
existing positions. This meant not only seeking to improve relations with Egypt, but also efforts
to sustain the pro-western King in Jordan, without harming relations with Israel – to which the
US had become increasingly committed in the 1960s. Given this commitment and that of the
Soviets to Egypt and, more recently, Syria, the ongoing Arab–Israeli conflict had become more
dangerous for the super powers.3 US–Soviet confrontation had been avoided during the June
war, and a modicum of cooperation had been achieved regarding a cease-fire, as both super
powers refrained from direct involvement. Nonetheless, the dangers inherent in the conflict had
become quite clear. Egypt’s defeat in the war provided Moscow with an opportunity to secure
long-sought bases and personnel deployment in Egypt (directed against NATO in the
Mediterranean) in exchange for a massive rearming of the country. Nonetheless, Moscow, like
the US, had an interest in preventing another violent outbreak and was willing to work with the
Americans on a plan for possible resolution of the conflict, or at least greater containment. In
order to remain a major player in post-war developments, the Soviets not only “represented”
Egypt politically, but also pressed for international rather than local, bilateral negotiations
favored by Israel and the US. For Moscow, the task was to secure a return of the territories to the
Arab states; for the US it was to promote a settlement of the conflict – the two were not
contradictory. Thus, despite the super power competition, the post-war meeting between US and



Soviet leaders at Glassboro, New Jersey, on 23–25 June 1967 promised an international
environment that might be conducive to a breakthrough.

At the domestic level, inside Israel, the public response to the stunning victory in the war was
a general euphoria, pride, and delight with the possession of the newly acquired territories. At the
same time, there was a general sense that merely returning these territories would now, finally,
bring recognition and peace to the country.4 The euphoria did, however, also include those for
whom the possibility of now achieving the (nationalist or religious) dream of “Greater Israel”
(the “Land of Israel,” or Eretz Israel in Biblical times) was more important than peace – a
segment of the population that was to become more powerful (though not necessarily more
numerous) in the future.5 On the whole, though, the unexpected six-day, three-front victory
seemed to overcome the entrenched sense of victimhood; the victory went a long way toward
eliminating the public’s fears of the Arab states and the pre-war apparitions of a second
Holocaust.6 Indeed, a predominant view was one of contempt for Arab military capabilities (or
lack thereof), accompanied by a sense of Israeli military invincibility. Conceivably, this could
outweigh the historic insecurities and entrenched sense of victimhood. Moreover, public self-
confidence was matched by confidence in the national unity government created on the eve of
the war – a government which could, therefore, most likely lead the public in whatever direction
it chose.

Changed circumstances; domestic and international conditions appeared auspicious for a
breakthrough. Why then the failure?

After the war, on 18 and 19 June 1967 and throughout the following weeks, expecting
international pressure but also cognizant of the opportunity to achieve some agreements, the
Israeli government set its positions regarding the territories conquered in the war.7 With regard
to the West Bank, there was, in fact, no decision taken because of significant differences within
the government. These were not, however, differences between left and right due to the pre-war
addition of the Menachem Begin, leader of the right-wing Gahal Party8 (including Herut, today’s
Likud) to the coalition. Nor were they even differences over relinquishing all of the territory –
none of the 20 members of the government favored relinquishing all of the territory, though there
were some who saw the danger in holding onto all but a small part of it due to the demographic
issue, and most opposed annexation (which would have meant providing citizenship to the 1.2
million Palestinians there). Rather, the differences and discussions were within the left, born of
political and even personal rivalries but also based on different visions and possible
arrangements.9 The main differences focused on the partner with whom to talk, the local
Palestinians, or the Jordanians. The basic understanding agreed within the government was that
the Jordan River would constitute Israel’s border, meaning Israeli control of the Jordan–Rift
Valley, no matter what arrangement would be decided for the rest of the West Bank. Thus, a
number of ideas were proposed, from autonomy for the local population but under continued
Israeli rule; or independence for major parts of the area, possibly limited in power but, in any
case, territorially surrounded by Israel; or some kind of settlement with Jordan along new lines of
demarcation.10 Another understanding within the government from the outset was that
Jerusalem would be united under Israeli sovereignty. The Jordanian built wall dividing east from
west Jerusalem was physically dismantled; the city was united within days of the military move



into East Jerusalem. Retention of East Jerusalem was included in the 19 June government
decision and on 25 June there was a government decision to extend Israeli law to East Jerusalem,
enacted into law on 27 June along with a major expansion of the city’s borders into the West
Bank.

Map 2.1 Expansion of Jerusalem
Source: Jan de Jong, Foundation for Middle East Peace

As the political leadership debated options, talks were opened with local influential
Palestinians regarding autonomy or limited statehood. Specifically, there was an idea of a
Palestinian state in certain areas of the West Bank, as an enclave completely surrounded
territorially by Israel. Israel would maintain control of all borders, foreign policy (one version
allowed this to be independently Palestinian), security (e.g., a police force but not a local army),
and it would settle the areas not included in the “state.”11 There were proposals of autonomy for
the whole area within the borders of the West Bank, exclusive of East Jerusalem, but the
autonomy plan presented on 27 July 1967 (the first Alon Plan) was actually the same as the idea
for a state – namely, areas within the West Bank (surrounded by Israel) to be autonomous and
the rest settled by Israelis. Both the ideas of this type of state and of autonomy were discussed,
often simultaneously, with local Palestinians throughout 1967; but by the beginning of 1968
autonomy was gaining greater attention (and support by Eshkol). In all of these plans, various
proposals were made for moving the refugees to other areas or countries. However, neither the
limited state nor the autonomy idea found support amongst the Palestinians consulted. Some



were still loyal to Jordan, almost all were unwilling to act independently of the Arab states, there
was no willingness to accord Israel control of East Jerusalem, and there was no united
Palestinian leadership capable of taking such a decision in any case (although at one point Israel
initiated indirect contact with the PLO – though at this time the PLO itself was not a particularly
representative or effective organization).12 On the whole, the limitations proposed by Israel for
the state or an autonomous area left any willing Palestinian leader with little to try to interest the
Palestinian population. At the same time, the United States was pressing Israel to deal with
Jordan, out of Washington’s interest in preserving the King’s rule and preventing any kind of
Soviet inroad into this pro-western country.

Defense Minister Moshe Dayan, despite the fact that he favored the Palestinian option, had
declared immediately after the war that Israel was waiting for a phone call, meaning
(presumably) waiting for an Arab state to discuss peace in exchange for return of its territory.
Actually, the phone call did come, from King Hussein. It came first in the form of talks with the
Americans, including a private conversation with President Johnson, on 28 June 1967, followed
by the opening of a secret meeting with the Israelis on 2 July 1967 in London. These direct and
also indirect talks (primarily through the Americans) continued in starts and stops for over a
year. Initially Israel would not state its conditions for peace (because it had not decided on a
policy yet), and King Hussein would not make a clear commitment on peace without hearing
Israel’s terms. According to Hussein’s biographer Nigel Ashton, the King did express his
willingness “to enter into formal peace negotiations provided he knew in advance that all of the
substantive issues, including the status of the occupied territories, would be open for serious
discussion.”13

The King did convey his proposal for a settlement to the Americans, declaring that he was
willing to make a separate peace agreement. He would demand “return to the 4 June 1967 lines,
including Jordanian control of the Old City of Jerusalem … some border rectification,
accompanied by over-flight rights and port facilities in Israel.”14 Israel basically put off an
additional meeting until the fall, while trying to decide between the Palestinian and the Jordanian
options. There was skepticism in the government regarding the King’s intention to make peace,
and the King himself appeared to backtrack at the end of July. He accused the Americans of
moving toward a hardline Israeli position (which he believed consisted of an Israeli intention of
holding onto territory and also East Jerusalem), saying he would prefer to obtain general Arab
backing for a peace deal.15 The Americans thought he was simply trying to improve his
bargaining position; but, in any case, Hussein was willing to resume talks with Israel following
the August Arab summit in Khartoum, which, he explained, had adopted a moderate position
(and provided him Egyptian agreement for talks for a settlement but not a separate peace
agreement with Israel). Once UN Resolution 242 was passed in November, with its call for peace
and also assurance of “territorial integrity” (an Arab demand), Hussein was willing to continue
for a separate deal.16 However, return of territory to Jordan was not on the Israeli agenda at this
time. According to a telegram to the State Department from the US delegation to the UN, Eban
had clarified that “If Hussein said he was [sic] ready to negotiate tomorrow, majority of Israeli
people would support such move. However, Jordan cannot get back to June 4 situation.
Emphasis in Jordanian settlement, however, would not be on territory [as would be the case with
Egypt, see below] but on security. Possibility exists for a free port, economic integration of



Jordan. Eban also mentioned possibility of a demilitarization of West Bank with some kind of
Israeli military presence.”17 In the early discussions for a United Nations Security Council
resolution, Israeli diplomats suggested to the US (possibly disingenuously given the clear
position during the 18–19 June government discussions) that the status of Jerusalem might be
“negotiable.”18 In any case, during discussions around the formulation of a Security Council
resolution, Israeli positions appeared to harden, viewed by the Americans (and Jordan) as
indicative of Israel’s interest in remaining in the West Bank and East Jerusalem.19

As Israel’s positions became clearer in the form of the second Alon Plan (presented to Hussein
at a September 1968 meeting in London but generally known since early 1968) – namely,
holding onto the Jordan Rift Valley and other parts of the West Bank, as well as East Jerusalem –
prospects for an agreement were virtually nil (as accurately assessed by Foreign Minister Abba
Eban and Dayan even earlier).20

The King was adamant about “territorial integrity” – in other words, return to the pre-June
situation of Jordanian sovereignty over the West Bank and especially East Jerusalem. While
cognizant that peace with Jordan was possible, the Israeli leadership was not willing to budge on
these two demands, and so peace with Jordan was rejected in favor of holding onto parts of the
territory.21 Officially (and in conversations with the Americans), Israel attributed the stalemate
to Arab unwillingness to deal directly with Israel, although, in fact, King Hussein had been
holding direct talks with Israel since 2 July (and before 1967). While further contacts and secret
talks with Jordan were to occur often over the ensuing years, this Jordanian initiative/Israeli
refusal marked the failure of the first post-1967 peace effort between the two countries.

Map 2.2 The Alon Plan
Source: Shaul Arieli

Examining this failure from the point of view of intractable conflict, one explanation may be



that despite the changed military situation on the ground (i.e., Israel’s now proven might and the
strength of its bargaining position), Israeli leaders’ ingrained – and apparently unchanged –
security concerns dominated. One might call them “insecurity” concerns, the result of an
internalized mistrust of the enemy (or possibly of non-Jews as such), nurtured by the conscious
or unconscious impact of the Holocaust and past oppression, but also by the Arabs’ past steadfast
refusal to accept Israel within the region.22 This touched on a matter of legitimacy, which
prompted Israel’s demand for direct negotiations with the Arabs as a sign of recognition of the
state. Ultimately the matter of legitimacy was connected with national identity – namely, Israelis’
collective perception of Israel as unaccepted, a victim to enemy hostility (perceived as
unchanged), and unjust rejection of the Jews’ historic, national, and, for some, religious bond to
the Land of Israel, part of which had now been recovered. Indeed, in his first talks with King
Hussein on 2 July 1967, Israeli negotiator Yaacov Herzog (head of the Prime Minister’s Office)
delivered a long lecture on this need for the Arabs to recognize Israel’s claim and right to be
where it was – namely, the Jewish link to the Land of Israel. While the ruling party (the Labor
Alignment, later called Labor Party23) was willing to give up Israel’s “justified” possession (i.e.,
as Biblical Land of Israel) of the newly acquired land for the sake of peace, not all of the land
could be relinquished inasmuch as “peace” was not to be trusted.24 In fact, the starting point and
unanimous position at the beginning of the post-war talks in June 1967 was that the Arabs would
not make peace with Israel, and if they did, they could not be trusted.25 Therefore, any peace
agreement must contain the elements of preparation for winning if not preventing the next war.
The demand to hold onto the Jordan Rift Valley, which separates the west bank from the east
bank of the Jordan River and the rest of Jordan, was viewed by the Israeli leadership as necessary
to prevent the entry of an army, particularly a third army (e.g., Iraqi) into the West Bank and
from there posing a threat to Israel.26 There had actually been an agreement between Jordan and
Israel prior to 1967 barring the entry into the West Bank of heavy armor, and it had, in fact, been
violated in the 1967 war. There had also been Fatah terrorist attacks conducted against Israel
from Jordanian territory prior to the war. That these had occurred in a situation in which the two
countries were in a state of war, not peace, apparently made no difference to the thinking of both
the civilian and military members of the Israeli leadership. Actually, together with the fact that
Jordan had joined the war despite Israeli assurances on 5 June that it would not be attacked, these
violations of the modicum of trust that had built up over the years between Israel and King
Hussein may have contributed to the persistence of the internalized view of the enemy, even
Jordan, as immutably hostile.27 Ever mistrustful, Israeli leaders sought to prevent a repetition
should there be a return of territory to Jordan. This could be done only, presumably, by
maintaining control over the eastern border of the West Bank, even if this meant that peace with
Jordan would be sacrificed. Such a sacrifice (an “either/or decision”) was not the way it was
perceived initially; those in the leadership who believed that peace with Jordan was a possibility
apparently also believed that Jordan could be persuaded to accept Israel’s terms. Some in the
government (and the Americans) were less sanguine about this possibility, but to no avail.
Neither Israel’s proven military strength (and the Arabs’ weakness) nor Jordan’s explanations
that in a time of peace there would be no need for such security concerns28 could overcome
Israelis’ mistrust, fear, and identity that were linked with a sense of victimhood and isolation.



Israel’s demand for the Jordan Rift Valley remained one of the two “deal breakers” with
Jordan.29

The demand to hold onto all of Jerusalem was of a somewhat different nature. The issue of
Jerusalem was neither framed nor motivated by military security concerns. Rather, it was solely
connected to identity and legitimacy-related concerns. Jerusalem was the physical as well as
symbolic embodiment of Israeli claims to be in the region, based on history and religion. In this
way, Jerusalem was different from the rest of the territories taken in the war. It held not
insignificant emotional value even for much of the majority, secular public of Israel. Attachment
to the city had been strengthened over the years by the simple denial (by Jordan) of entry to East
Jerusalem, its old city, the Jewish quarter and Jewish religious sites. It was not only the religious
public in Israel who abhorred the presence of a wall across the middle of the city. In fact,
whatever the nature of attachment, there were those in the government who were careful to avoid
an explicit religious claim for Israeli control. Aware of the importance of Jerusalem to the
Muslim (and Christian) world, Moshe Dayan, for example, sought to avoid even the appearance
of a religious conflict. Thus, he had ordered the removal of the Israeli flag placed victoriously by
Israeli soldiers over the Al Aksa mosque when East Jerusalem was taken in the June war.

There was a security element to the Jerusalem issue. Prior to the war, West Jerusalem had
been surrounded by Jordan on three sides, with what was called the Jerusalem corridor jutting
like a finger into the West Bank (and completely under siege during the 1948 war). In addition,
the Jordanian Legion had been stationed in the heart of Jerusalem, on the walls of the Old City
from which it had occasionally fired upon West Jerusalem until 1967. Indeed, in the Israeli
government discussion on East Jerusalem at the end of June, there were proposals to expand the
city well into the heart of the West Bank as a means of gaining surrounding areas for future
protection of the city.30 However, this expansion also had the purpose of ensuring an Israeli hold
on as much of the West Bank as possible, in view of the expectation that much of this territory
might be returned to Jordan. In general, there had been many within the military as well as the
political leadership, among them Moshe Dayan, who had been concerned about Israel’s 1949–
1967 de facto eastern (and northern) borders and welcomed at least some adjustments such as
those that might be provided by a greatly expanded Jerusalem.31 These considerations, like
those regarding the Jordan Rift Valley, were born of a period that had been without a peace
agreement; but these same considerations persisted even into ostensible preparations for peace.

One of the considerations in the territorial decision on expanded Jerusalem was the issue,
raised also by Moshe Dayan, of the risk in expanding to the point of absorbing too many
Palestinians. Some 70,000 were, in fact, added to Israel with the municipal borders finally
chosen for Jerusalem (in the government and Knesset decisions of 25–27 June 1967); but this
apparently was a compromise designed to limit the Palestinian presence in Jerusalem to no more
than roughly one quarter (later set at 28 percent) of the city’s population. Beyond that, heavily
populated areas of the West Bank could, apparently, be returned to Jordan, relieving Israel of
both the burden and threat of an additional approximately 700,000 Palestinians.32 While the core
issue in the Arab–Israeli conflict was, in fact, the clash between Jewish self-determination and
the indigenous Palestinian population, Israel’s leaders at the time viewed the Arab states, rather
than the Palestinians, as the existential threat to the country, so long as Palestinian numbers
inside Israel were kept in check. This is the reason that the Labor Party on the whole preferred



what was called the “Jordanian option,” to return (most of) the West Bank to Jordan.33 Yet, the
willingness to relinquish at least part of the West Bank – what became known as the “land for
peace” policy – was not only a matter of security consideration but one linked to a basic value or
tenet dear to the leadership, and to the Israeli public as well: maintaining the Jewish nature of
Israel – namely, a Jewish majority among the citizens of the state. This demographic
consideration was to become paramount many years later, even outweighing security
concerns.34

Nonetheless, Israel’s adamant refusal to concede King Hussein’s demand for a return of East
Jerusalem as a condition for peace went well beyond security consideration or arguments.
Indeed, in the negotiations with Jordan, it was the Jerusalem issue that dominated the discussions
and provoked the greatest resistance on both sides. Israel was willing to offer the Jordanians
certain access or religious rights in the city, but there was to be no challenge to Israeli
sovereignty over all of the (now expanded) city. Since the only security concern over the city,
that of a Jordanian military presence in East Jerusalem, was one that could have been allayed by
an agreement on demilitarization, one can only conclude that some other, presumably emotional,
identity-related considerations were the basis for Israel’s preference of Jerusalem without peace
rather than peace without Jerusalem. In 1947 the decision had been opposite, in a sense: Ben
Gurion and his party, Mapai, accepted the partition resolution despite the plan’s
internationalization of Jerusalem; but its later counterpart, Ahdut Avoda, along with Herut (the
forerunner of the Likud) opposed the plan because of its exclusion of Jerusalem from the Jewish
state. It was also Ahdut Avoda, now part of the Labor Alignment, that had championed Israeli
expansion eastward over the intervening years. These political positions were supported in the
1967 government not only by the members of the former Ahdut Avoda, but also, mainly, by the
right-wing Gahal Party, which included Herut, under Menachem Begin. This party had been
brought into the government for the sake of national unity in the tense days prior to the June war.
Gahal clearly had an ideological (nationalist) as well as nationalist-historic interest in holding
onto as much of the newly acquired land as possible. For Herut, these were “liberated”
territories, possibly even a step toward the eventual achievement of the party’s aspiration for
“both banks of the Jordan, East and West,” as expressed in its party anthem. The National
Religious Party (Mafdal), also in the government coalition, added a religious element to this
aspiration, as many of the party’s adherents believed the “liberation” of these “God given lands”
to be a step toward ultimate redemption for the Jewish people. Such identity-related sentiments,
of both Herut and Mafdal, were thus strengthened as a result of the war. While neither party was
a critical or even strong component of the Labor Alignment-led coalition (as distinct from their
power in later years), they did add their nationalist/religious claims to the post-war deliberations,
providing at least a contributing factor for the failure to reach a breakthrough. Yet, it was not
these members of the government who held the key to Israel’s intransigence over Jerusalem. It
was the secular, even former military, members of Mapai who held fast to this decision. The
quotes below provide a sample of the emotional/historic, nationalist, and even religious
attachment to Jerusalem, as expressed by two quintessential secularist Israelis, coupled with the
symbolic and physical link between the city and Israel’s legitimacy – that is, the right of the
Jewish state to be where it was physically:

For some two thousand years the Temple Mount was forbidden to the Jews. Until you came



– you, the paratroopers – and returned it to the bosom of the nation …. Endless words of
longing have expressed the deep yearning for Jerusalem that beats within the Jewish heart.
You have been given the great privilege of completing the circle, of returning to the nation
its capital and its holy center … Jerusalem is yours forever.35

(Commander Motta Gur to his brigade upon their recapture of Jerusalem’s Old City
and holy sites; later chief of staff, later still, a member of Labor governments)

We have returned to all that is holy in our land. We have returned never to be parted from it
again.36

(Defense Minister Moshe Dayan upon reaching the Western Wall and, years later, in
connection with 1978 Camp David talks on Jerusalem)

In order to arrange that [all of] Jerusalem not be our capital, it was not enough for the UN
Security Council and Assembly to pass resolutions to that effect. They would need to
rewrite the Bible, and nullify 3,000 years of our faith, our hopes, our yearnings and our
prayers.37

These sentiments were clearly echoed within the Israeli public. The war itself had produced an
intense patriotism which now turned into often extreme nationalism, rapidly joined in certain
circles to religious nationalism and messianic sentiments. One study of generally secular young
people indicated a new feeling of connectedness with both the Jewish people as a whole and the
land to which the Jews (Israel) had now returned.38 This is not to say that it was public opinion
that determined or even played a role in the debates and decisions of the government regarding
the West Bank and Jerusalem. There is no indication that this was a factor. But the political
leadership certainly knew that it had general support for the decisions it, in fact, took even if the
specifics were not initially part of the public discourse. Beyond the new confidence in the
government (as distinct from the lack of confidence in Eshkol and his government prior to the
creation of the national unity government before the war), the public in general shared the
emotional, historically based attachment to Jerusalem and the West Bank. Indeed, one survey
indicated 89 percent in favor of holding onto at least part of them, some 90 percent opposing a
return of the Old City of Jerusalem even as part of a peace agreement.39

These historic, religious, or emotional factors were far less – if at all – relevant when it came
to the government’s decisions on the other two areas occupied in 1967: Syria’s Golan Heights
and Egypt’s Sinai Desert. At least the price to be considered was, apparently, less burdened by
such sentiments. This may explain the 19 June 1967 Israeli government decision to agree to
withdraw all the way to the international border with Syria, which would mean returning the
Golan Heights subject to certain security demands, and with regard to Egypt, to return all of the
Sinai to Egypt, but without the Gaza Strip. Out of demographic concerns, it was decided that the
Gaza Strip would be occupied rather than annexed until the roughly 400,000 Palestinian refugees
there could be relocated (to the West Bank or outside).40 However, the Israeli decision to return
Sinai (and the Golan Heights) did not refer to all of Sinai, for in addition to Gaza the decision
noted security needs, which would later be spelled out. These included access to Sharm el-
Sheikh at the southern-most tip of the Sinai peninsula and other security-related issues that



would ultimately constitute a deal-breaker with Egypt.41 The same would prove to be the case
regarding Syria.

As in the case of Jordan, so too with regard to Egypt (and Syria), Eshkol said in the 18–19
June 1967 discussions. “Like Begin,” he did not believe that peace was enough since it would
not be quiet even with a peace agreement, and “we know who we are dealing with.”42 Therefore,
the 19 June decision to return Sinai and the Golan Heights spoke of withdrawal to the
international borders and “the security needs of Israel,” and included demands for various
security measures such as demilitarization as well as other matters – for example, use of the Suez
Canal and protection of water sources on the Golan. But it is somewhat surprising that the major
area to be kept, ostensibly for security reasons, was the Gaza Strip. Areas of greater security
threat (e.g., the Golan Heights) were, at least in principle, to be returned. It is true that in the past
(pre-1956) there had been terrorist attacks from Gaza, and Israel had also entertained a more
general concern over a potential attack route via the Strip, facilitated by the large concentration
of Palestinians there. But regarding the areas Israel was willing to relinquish, there had been pre-
1967 violations of demilitarization understandings, in both the Sinai and in the demilitarized
zone with Syria, as well as interference in Israeli shipping by Egypt and attacks from the Golan
Heights and terrorist intrusions from Syrian-based Palestinians. Indeed, it was such intrusions
that actually had led to the 1967 war. So with regard to Sinai and the Golan, one might have
expected similar security considerations or demands as those raised with Jordan regarding the
Jordan Rift Valley. While some of these were discussed, and Sharm el-Sheikh was, indeed,
demanded, the 19 June 1967 decision to keep Gaza suggests that the major consideration was not
always security but rather the ideological view of an historic right to all of Mandate Palestine, or
the religious/nationalist view of Gaza as part of the Biblical Land of Israel.

The public, unaware of the 19 June decisions (which were, in fact, kept secret), harbored
different sentiments on these territories. One study, immediately after the war, found that some
85 percent of Israelis opposed a return of the Golan (in a 1968 study, this was 93 percent) – far
more than the 71 percent who did not want a return of any part of the West Bank, and 52 percent
opposed a return of Sinai.43 These findings presumably reflected the initial enthusiasm of the
public in response to the surprising new acquisitions, though the attachment to the Golan long
remained relatively more important in the eyes of the public than the other areas, presumably
because of the strategic position overlooking Israeli territory (a security concern) regarding the
Golan and perhaps also because of the beauty of the area. In any case, public opinion does not
seem to have played a role in the government’s decision to return the Golan, and Sinai, to the
international borders.

Given these Israeli decisions, one might speculate that breakthroughs might have been
possible with Syria and Egypt. It remains unclear if Israel’s June decisions were, in fact, ever
conveyed to these two countries. There are unconfirmed reports that Dean Rusk passed the
proposal to the Egyptians, and in September Abba Eban told the Americans at the UN that Israel
had “passed a message” to Egypt but, apparently, Egypt was not willing to make peace and
unlikely to give up Gaza or agree to anything less than return of all of Sinai, including Sharm el-
Sheikh.44 So far as can be determined, however, the decision was not, in fact, passed to the
Egyptians.45 The Syrians too were unlikely to agree to the international border since by the eve
of the June war they had gradually taken territory in the demilitarized zone and a bit west of the



1923 line. (The difference between this 4 June 1967 line and the international border of 1923
would later become a major issue, as we shall see below.) Moreover, the Syrian regime at the
time was particularly militant regarding Israel altogether.

Israel’s willingness to give up almost all of the Sinai and the Golan in exchange for peace, but
not all of the West Bank or East Jerusalem (or Gaza) would attest to the over-riding importance
of nationalist, identity-related, historic, and even religious factors. The strength of these factors
apparently remained unchanged, or insufficiently changed, by the results of the war. Even
Israel’s demonstrated military might, the newfound confidence on the part of the public, a strong
national unity government, international favor, and the opportunity of peace with its eastern
neighbor did not make the difference for the Israeli leadership when faced with the issues of
historic Palestine/Eretz Israel, and especially Jerusalem.

This initial period of potential breakthrough was short lived. Israel’s 19 June 1967 positions
had already hardened over the summer;46 settlement building had even begun on the Golan. The
Americans had become aware of this change and expressed concern to the Israelis, even as they
publicly supported Israel’s positions. Washington was particularly concerned over the Jerusalem
question and urged Israel to take up Jordan’s offer.47 The Americans argued that there was a
possibility for a breakthrough and this would be in Israel’s interests and those of the US. They
added the importance of preventing arms deliveries from the Soviet Union to Jordan, implying
US interest in the King’s regime and preventing further Soviet inroads in the region. Signs of US
concern over Israeli recalcitrance continued throughout the remainder of Johnson’s presidency.

The Khartoum Conference at the end of August merely hardened Israeli positions further. At
that meeting the Arab League resolved that there would be no recognition, no negotiations, no
peace with Israel. What many failed to note was that Syria’s leaders had refused even to attend,
out of opposition to Egypt’s pressure for political rather than military moves against Israel – a
position reflected in the resolution’s support for international diplomatic efforts for the return of
the territories; and the PLO had left the meeting, refusing to sign, presumably because the only
territories referred to in the resolution were those taken in the 1967 war (Palestinian rights were
mentioned only cursorily, later in the resolution).48

For Israel the three no’s, as they were referred to upon endless occasions over the next 25
years, brought back the only briefly relieved existential anxieties. This represented a
misunderstanding of the Khartoum decision; Hussein was to characterize the Khartoum decision,
as, indeed, it was perceived in the Arab world, as an achievement of the moderate camp led by
himself and Nasser.49 But for Israelis, including apparently most of the leadership, Khartoum
was understood as evidence that the war had changed nothing; legitimacy and therefore safety
were still denied and once again Israel, it was felt, was a victim of undeserved hatred and
rejection. Even Egyptian and Jordanian agreement to United Nations Security Council
Resolution 242 in November 1967 did nothing to relieve these concerns. Despite even the most
negative interpretation of the Khartoum resolution, by accepting UNSC Resolution 242, Egypt
and Jordan agreed to the principle of peace with Israel (“the need to work for a just and lasting
peace in which every state in the area can live in security …. Termination of all claims or states
of belligerency and respect for and acknowledgment of the sovereignty, territorial integrity and
political independence of every state in the area and their [sic] right to live in peace within secure
and recognized boundaries free from threats or acts of force.”) These were the very principles



that had caused Syria and the PLO to refuse to accept Resolution 242.50 The price for Israel:
“the inadmissibility of acquisition of territory by war” and “Withdrawal of Israeli armed forces
from territories occupied in the recent conflict.” The latter formulation was compromise wording
sought by Israel and achieved with US and British help, for it carried no clear specification of the
extent of the Israeli withdrawal (though the implication was clear given the reference to “the
recent conflict.”)

In any case, the Khartoum resolution served as justification (though as we have seen, not the
reason) for a hardening of Israeli positions. Ignoring what could be seen as the moderate side of
the government 19 June decisions, Jerusalem began to speak of withdrawal only within the
context of a final peace accord and only to lines in keeping with Israel’s security needs as well as
historic rights, in time enunciated as “no return to the 4 June 1967 lines.”51 This included not
only second thoughts regarding Syria, but even that Sinai was no longer to be totally returned, if
indeed that had ever been the intention.52 An Egyptian proposal for a non-belligerency pact
(with demilitarization of Sinai and Israeli use of the Canal) was rejected, as Eban explained to
the Americans at the UN in September 1967 that he was “not sure UAR [the United Arab
Republic] understands clearly [the] relationship between end of belligerency and territorial
problems …. Eban gave [the] impression that Israel has tried to and will try again to make it
clear to [the] Egyptians that they could get [a] substantial part of territory back in return for what
Eban called a ‘juridical definition of relations’ between Israel and Egyptians.” Peace was the
issue with UAR, not primarily territorial problems. Israel must have a relationship on a
“contractual basis”, which includes recognition of Israeli sovereignty and “total non-
belligerency.”53 The building of settlements in the occupied territories began officially in
September 1967 (though even leading members of the Labor–Alignment had already joined the
movement for “Greater Israel” created during the summer and some settlement activity had
begun on the Golan as well). This is not to say that the principle of returning (some) territories
for peace was abandoned. Talks with Jordan continued throughout 1968, but by that time, with
Israel finally decided on the Jordanian option, the Alon Plan made it official that Israel intended
to hold on to the Jordan Rift Valley and East Jerusalem, even at the risk of losing an opportunity
for peace.

Factors such as the poor decision-making process due to rivalries and differences of opinion
within the Israeli government may have played a role in the impression made upon the Arab (and
US) leaders, but they do not appear to have played a role with regard to the actual failure to reach
a breakthrough. The differences of opinion were over issues such as the autonomy or limited
statehood for the Palestinians (ideas which, in any case, were rejected by the local Palestinians)
or returning part of the West Bank to Jordan. The real debates were not between the left and the
right in the government but within the dominant leftist camp. Most importantly, there were no
problems within the Israeli government over the two deal breakers for Jordan – namely,
continued Israel control of the Jordan Rift Valley and East Jerusalem. The flawed decision-
making process was responsible for the delay in engaging Jordan, but from the outset both
Jordan and Israel (along with the Americans) knew that a deal with Jordan would stand or fall
over the territorial issue and especially Jerusalem, no matter when the talks would actually take
place. Similarly, public opinion does not appear to have been a factor – one way or another – in
the government’s deliberations, for public opinion generally supported holding onto all the



territories, including the areas the government was ready to return. Yigal Alon once suggested
that the Jordanian option as distinct from the Palestinian option was the result of American
pressure, and, indeed, there was an American preference for Jordan.54 However, the actual shift
to this option appears to have been the result of the internal discussions, as well as the limited
nature of the proposal put to the Palestinians. The United States, increasingly preoccupied with
Vietnam at the time, did not apply pressure beyond moderate efforts at persuasion and did not
play as large a role in the whole matter as it gradually did after 1968 (under Nixon and
Kissinger).

The characterization of the 4 June 1967 lines as “Auschwitz lines” by the generally dovish
Abba Eban55 may sum up the underlying factors in the eyes both of the Israeli public and the left
as well as the right wing of politicians at the time. Jewish history, entrenched mistrust of the
enemies, deeply embedded fear, were all part of the “security” concern that had become part of
Israeli identity and sense of victimhood. However, the immensely frequent and consistent
references to Israel’s “rights” to these lands, all of them,56 attest to the connected factor of the
need for recognition of Israel’s “legitimacy” as well an increasingly strong ideology of
nationalism, patriotism, and outright chauvinism coupled, in some circles, with religious
messianism. It is impossible to know if underlying these factors there was also a motivation
simply for power in the form of territory. The geographic as well as historic, ideological, and
even psychological circumstances would provide ample cover for such aspirations, but they were
also weighty elements in themselves, sufficient even to account for the failure. The post-1967
situation – namely, the startling victory in the war with its demonstration of Israeli power (in the
eyes of the Israeli public as well as the leadership), a strong government enjoying enormous
public support, plus the peace offers of King Hussein and some signs of a possibility with Egypt
– created the potential for a breakthrough. These even occasioned a series of direct and indirect
efforts to transform the conflict, but the net result was failure. It was to be a long time before a
real breakthrough would occur.
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3 Breakthrough with Egypt

The first successful breakthrough came with Egypt: the peace agreement signed in 1979 which
had built on the post-1973 war accords – the 1974 disengagement of forces and the 1975 Interim
Accord. However, these ultimately successful steps had actually been preceded by two failed
attempts at a breakthrough in the early 1970s. A brief look at these failures may help to elucidate
those factors which finally did determine the later success.

The Israeli retreat from the 19 June 1967 decision regarding Sinai, in addition to the decision
to annex the Gaza Strip, most likely precluded an agreement with Egypt in the early post-1967
war period, although there is no evidence that Egypt ever received the Israeli proposal. In any
case, Israel generally dismissed various attempts by Nasser to (indirectly) talk about the end of
belligerency, rather than peace. Since these Egyptian offers were usually, though not always,
accompanied by demands for Israeli withdrawal from all the territories, not just Sinai, and
without a promise of peace, they were not accorded serious consideration by Israel. The
government’s position remained firmly that only direct negotiations for a peace agreement would
be acceptable. Towards the end of the War of Attrition (which had been launched by Egypt in
early 1969), both Israel and Egypt appeared to soften their positions, apparently in response to
US (and Soviet) efforts to end the war. In a speech on 26 May 1970, Golda Meir, now prime
minister, accepted what was called the Rhodes formula – that is, the services of a third party for
negotiations as called for in United Nations Security Council Resolution 242.1 Speculation
attributes this Israeli concession to the need for American F-4 aircraft being negotiated with the
US at the time.2 Nasser, for his part, was apparently responding to Soviet pressures (and his
losses in the War of Attrition); in his May Day speech of 1970, Nasser spoke of the need to
explore a political solution. It is impossible to know if these Israeli and Egyptian positions would
have led to a breakthrough had Nasser not died in September 1970; he had not abandoned his
refusal to negotiate directly or sign a peace agreement with Israel, and Israel, for its part, was
adamant that there would be no return to the 4 June 1967 lines, despite having accepted UNSC
Resolution 242 in all its parts with the August 1970 ceasefire.

The more promising opportunity, and failure, came only once the leadership of Egypt changed
and Anwar Sadat came to power after Nasser’s death. It was presumably this leadership change
that led Moshe Dayan to propose to the Israeli government towards the end of 1970 (and later to
the Americans) that an effort be made for an agreement whereby Israel would withdraw its forces
to a point some 20 miles east of the Suez Canal. This would allow for the Egyptians to open the
Canal and rebuild their cities on the western banks of the Canal, presumably reducing a future
interest in going to war. The cabinet rejected the proposal, but Sadat presented an almost
identical one two months later. His initiative, made in a 4 February 1971 speech to the Egyptian
National Assembly – and elaborated upon a few months later – called for an Egyptian force to be
allowed on the eastern bank plus a timetable for full implementation of UNSC Resolution 242
(i.e., total Israeli withdrawal).3 Concentrating exclusively on the territories lost in 1967, he



supported the international efforts, specifically the Jarring mission, for peace. Shortly thereafter
(7 March 1971), he agreed to a plan proposed by Jarring for Egyptian peace with Israel in
exchange for withdrawal from Sinai, including demilitarized zones, UN peace-keepers for Sharm
el-Sheikh, and freedom of navigation.4 Early 1973, even as he was planning military action,
Sadat abandoned the partial withdrawal idea in favor of a peace agreement with Israel in
exchange for a return of Egyptian territory. In talks with the Americans, the parameters of the
proposal were detailed, but the final status was not entirely clear; the Egyptians insisted – and the
Americans concluded the same – that Sadat had offered Israel a bilateral peace agreement.5
These peace offers reflected Sadat’s concentrated effort to regain the Sinai as part of a broad
policy designed primarily to relieve Egypt of its military burden in order to improve the
country’s economy. Never a fan of the Soviets, Sadat disentangled the regime from both the
Soviets’ military presence and political supporters with the hope of winning American support
that would, in turn, limit American backing of Israel and press the latter to agree to a deal – as
well, presumably, as promote US assistance to Egypt’s economy.6

The bare facts are that Israel’s responses to both the 1971 Suez Canal withdrawal proposal
(the partial accord) and Jarring’s broader peace proposal were delayed, much to the annoyance of
the Americans, and ultimately negative, with the stipulation that Israel would not return to the 4
June 1967 borders. In the wake of a secret Soviet proposal put to the Americans in August 1971
and conveyed to Israel in November, Meir was ready to agree to the original partial accord
proposal, with some caveats and some concessions,7 but again not what would be a second
stage: an overall peace settlement. With regard to the partial accord proposals, the specific issues
revolved around the depth of the withdrawal, and the transfer (or not) of Egyptian personnel to
the eastern side of the Canal (civilian or military or none, and when), but there was also an Israeli
demand that the withdrawal be reciprocated by a non-belligerency pledge by Egypt (reduced
later to a demand for an extended cease-fire), while Egypt added a link between the partial
agreement and subsequent implementation of UNSC Resolution 242 (i.e., full withdrawal). The
latter was at the core of Israel’s rejection of the Egyptian response to Jarring’s proposal –
namely, that Egypt’s agreement to peace with Israel was predicated on Israeli withdrawal from
the Sinai (and also Gaza), to be followed by similar agreements with the other two states plus
resolution of the refugee issue. While, in 1971, Israel was willing to have the Americans pursue
talks with Egypt (and the Soviets) regarding a peace settlement (termed “proximity talks”), it
made it clear to the US that Israel would not agree to any proposal based on the idea of a return
to the 4 June 1967 borders. Israel’s response in 1973 was basically the same.

Two factors played a major role in the Israeli rejection of the 1971 and 1973 proposals:
security and mistrust. The two were linked but much of the haggling (with the Americans)
revolved around specific security considerations. Even before the 1967 war, as early as the mid-
1950s, Israel had strong concerns over access to Sharm el-Sheikh and the freedom of Israeli
shipping, as well as flights in the area. Egypt had periodically interfered with Israeli access, and,
consequently, one of the objectives in the 1956 Israeli attack in Sinai had been to gain control of
a land link to Sharm el-Sheikh. Beyond that there were interests in the major passes (Gidi and
Mitla) in the Sinai, along with the intention of keeping Gaza. Thus, in keeping with its decision
after the Six Day War to determine the borders according to Israel’s security needs, the Israeli
cabinet agreed on 31 March 1971 that “a secure border for Israel requires changes in the former



international frontier, including retention of the Gaza Strip, continued Israeli control at Sharm el-
Sheikh and a territorial link to the State of Israel. Continued control does not signify a presence
but rather concrete military control, though the Israeli position regarding the legal form of such
control has yet to be formulated.”8 In 1971 Prime Minister Golda Meir told then ambassador to
the US Yitzhak Rabin to inform the Americans that “Israel’s policy aims toward a considerable
change in her border with Egypt. That means a change of sovereignty, not just an Israeli
presence. We do not employ the term ‘annexation’ because of its negative connotation.”9 This
position appeared to change somewhat in 1973, at least in speaking with the Americans.
Following Sadat’s security advisor Hafez Ismail’s February visit to Washington (in which the
possibility of an international force for Sharm el-Sheikh was raised by the Egyptians), Nixon
suggested to Meir that what the Egyptians wanted was sovereignty, what Israel wanted was
security, so perhaps there could be agreement, to which Meir agreed in principle. The implication
was some Israeli military presence in Sharm el-Sheikh. What concerned Meir, and presumably
the government, both in 1971 and in 1973, was that Washington might be promoting the 1969
Rogers plan, which basically called for full withdrawal with only minor border adjustments. This
amounted to “insecure borders” in Meir’s eyes, and her agreement to proximity talks was
premised on US “shelving” of the Rogers Plan.10

The apparently purely security-dictated positions of Israel were predicated on a basic mistrust
of the enemy, Egypt in this case. Golda Meir later wrote: “The Arab leaders pretend that their
real objective is limited to reaching the lines of 4 June 1967, but we know their true objective:
the total subjugation of the State of Israel.” And “I have never doubted for an instant that the true
aim of the Arab states has always been, and still is, the total destruction of the State of Israel [or
that] … even if we had gone back far beyond the 1967 lines to some miniature enclave, they
would not still have tried to eradicate it and us.”11 The three no’s of Khartoum were well
entrenched in the minds of Israelis, including, of course, that of Golda Meir, leaving little room
for trust. To this was added the more recent violation of the agreement ending the War of
Attrition, when Egypt moved Soviet-supplied SAM 3 missiles up to the banks of the Suez Canal.
In her conversation with President Nixon and Kissinger on 1 March 1973, Meir expressed doubts
regarding Egypt’s true intentions, asking: “What does Egypt really want? They tell their friends
that Israel must go back to the ‘67 borders and deal with the Palestinians,” which, in Meir’s eyes
meant they were not really talking about peace with Israel but placing impossible demands.
Rabin, too, reacted with skepticism when Kissinger provided him a summary of the talks with
Ismail. Rabin seemed less worried about the territorial aspect than the apparent sequential
linkage of withdrawal to be followed by resolution of the Palestinian issue, meaning that peace
would not be achieved by the withdrawal. The “core” issue would remain and that was one that
had ramifications for Israel’s legitimacy in the region.12 Thus, Rabin’s reaction was also
evidence of an underlying mistrust based on the suspicion or conviction that the Arabs simply
would not make peace with Israel.13 There appeared also to be an element of disdain within the
Israeli leadership for the Egyptians, reflected both by an arrogant dismissal of their military
capabilities but also a more specific contempt for Sadat, as clearly evident in mocking comments
made by Abba Eban to the Americans in May 1973.14 Indeed, before the war of 1973 there was
a general, not just Israeli, tendency to underestimate Sadat and to deride his many declarations of



intentions to go to war.
Israeli mistrust, however, extended also to the US, both in the form of concern that the Rogers

Plan was still operative and that the US might agree to a deal with the Soviets that would premise
a return to the 4 June lines. This mistrust was expressed directly by Meir to Rabin and could also
be seen in her demand to Nixon in 1971 that the US not present itself as representing Israeli
positions in the proximity talks, nor make “a deal contrary to Israel’s wishes … [nor] exert
pressure on Israel to concede to positions reached in any such discussions.”15 Moreover, Meir
was chronically concerned about what she perceived as the fragility of America’s arms supply
commitment to Israel.16

Mistrust of the American administration had some basis, for Washington (particularly Nixon
and the State Department, as distinct from Kissinger), often expressed dissatisfaction with what
they perceived as Israeli intransigence. Discussions of Israeli arms requests (specifically aircraft)
were often colored by at least implied linkage to greater Israeli flexibility regarding negotiations
for a settlement. The underlying difference in the US and Israeli views, however, was a
fundamental disparity regarding just what could be regarded as a breakthrough. For the US, Arab
willingness to make peace with Israel constituted a breakthrough; but, in Israeli eyes, linking this
to full withdrawal was tantamount to no breakthrough at all since this was out of the question for
Jerusalem. Indeed, this was explained in great detail in a later article by Meir’s advisor Mordecai
Gazit.17 Even the partial agreement proposal was rejected because of a link to future withdrawal.
What was seen by the US (and the Soviets) as an Arab concession – to make peace with Israel in
the 1949–1967 borders (i.e., accept Israel) – was perceived by Israeli leaders as an impossible
(unacceptable) demand, especially if accompanied by a demand regarding the refugees, which
Israel also interpreted as an impossible demand and therefore a sign of a continued Arab
hardline.18

It may be the case that in 1971 the Israeli leadership (particularly, but not only, Prime Minister
Golda Meir) did not believe Sadat was making a genuine peace proposal, though Dayan’s
pronouncement at the time that he preferred “Sharm el-Sheikh without peace rather than peace
without Sharm el-Sheikh” suggests at least some understanding. Be that as it may, there is
clearer evidence that in 1973 Israeli leaders did realize that Egypt was offering peace. Israeli
historian Uri Bar-Joseph has published archival material demonstrating that the Ismail proposals
were rejected out of a preference for holding onto the territories – that is, a rejection of a return
to the 1967 border with Egypt.19 A discussion on 18 April 1973 between Golda Meir, Minister
of Defense Moshe Dayan, Minister without Portfolio (and closest advisor to Meir) Yisrael Galili,
the chief of staff, the head of military intelligence, and the head of the Mossad dealt with
increasing signs of Egyptian and Syrian preparations for war. All but the head of military
intelligence (Eli Zeira) agreed that the signs indeed pointed to the likelihood of war. The
discussion then turned to the question of whether or not to inform the government (full cabinet)
and the public about the approaching danger of war. Bar-Joseph brings the following quote of
Yisrael Galili:

All this system [of Egyptian war threats] is the outcome of the fact that we are not ready to
return the former [1967] line. Apparently, if you take what Hafiz [Ismail] had said … the
starting point is that they are ready for peace and a system of agreements and international



guarantees etc. – all these on condition that we fully return to the former border.20

Nonetheless, the discussion did not revolve around the Egyptian proposal, but rather focused on
what and to whom the danger of war should be revealed. Galili again clarified:

There is a possibility to avoid this disaster [the war], if we are ready to enter a series of
discussions on the basis of returning to the former border.21

The decision was to tell the government of the impending danger, but Dayan recommended:

I would not suggest … that it would be brought to the cabinet in the context of whether we
are ready even to go to war in order to avoid returning to the green [1967 border] line.22

While the government was to be informed, the public was not, despite the fact that the Israeli
press, like the international press, carried reports of Arab threats and even preparations for war.
In any case, there does not seem to have been any concern that the Israeli public might prefer the
Egyptian offer – if they were to know of it. Surveys at the time indicated that over 90 percent of
the public were unwilling to give up Sharm el-Sheikh, though the percentage was much less (still
over 50 percent) regarding all or part of Sinai.23 One may conclude that Meir and her advisors
assumed the public would support their opposition to returning territory, though their only
expressed concern related to the reaction of the government, not public opinion.

Meir was also worried about telling the Americans about the signs of war lest this bring
pressure on Israel to pursue the Egyptian proposals. This concern echoed an earlier admission of
Meir during the discussions over peace with Jordan in 1967–1968 when she said that she feared
that King Hussein might say he was willing to sign a peace agreement, and Israel would have to
give in to his demands.24 Then, as in 1973 (and 1971), Meir’s considerations were based on
security factors, although Rabin suggested to Kissinger that the fact that 1973 was an election
year might account for more bellicose positions on the part of Israeli politicians.25 Rabin was
referring to Dayan, who he saidwould be challenging Meir; but there was also the challenge from
the opposition party, Gahal, which presented any sign of government flexibility as weakness.
However, it was also the case that Meir had a deep mistrust of the Arabs or agreements with
them, possibly as a result of Jordanian King Abdulla’s abandonment of the non-belligerency pact
she had initialed with him and his 1951 assassination, most likely because of it. Years later she
was to comment that you cannot make a peace agreement with an Arab leader because he would
be assassinated, implying that there was no chance that such an agreement would last.26

Meir’s concerns over American pressure were not totally unfounded, as already noted, but
American positions, specifically those of Kissinger, may actually have been a contributing factor
in the Israeli rejection of the 1973 initiative. The State Department under William Rogers was
convinced that the Egyptians’ initiative was “a great breakthrough,” and President Nixon himself
believed Israel was unduly intransigent.27 However, in a conversation with Nixon, Kissinger
characterized Rogers’ opinion of the initiative as “total nonsense,” and conveyed more than
skepticism in his conversations with Rabin both before and after Ismail’s February visit, putting
off the next US meeting with the Egyptian to May.28



This did not convey a message of urgency, or pressure, to the Israelis. Moreover, Kissinger
returned to the idea of a partial accord even after it had been dropped by the Egyptians in favor
of a peace agreement. And it may have been with this in mind that Meir suggested to visiting
German Chancellor Willy Brandt that he act as a go-between for a partial deal with Egypt.29 In
the ongoing discussions with the Soviets, Kissinger basically avoided Brezhnev’s urgings to
work out something toward a settlement, due to the likelihood of war, before and at the June
1973 summit. This is not to say that Kissinger wanted war;30 there is evidence that he did not
believe at this time that Sadat would go to war. But his strategy for the Arab–Israeli conflict was
designed to remove the Soviets from the region, and this precluded reaching a settlement
together with Moscow or even so long as the Soviets played a role. Therefore, he adopted a step-
by-step approach rather than seeking an overall settlement (the opposite approach of his rival
Rogers).31 Kissinger appears to have preferred a drawn-out procedure during which the Arabs
would despair of the Soviets’ gaining their territories back for them and thus eject them, as Sadat
was in the process of doing.32 A simpler, additional, explanation may be that Kissinger was well
aware that a peace agreement could not be achieved in view of Israel’s refusal to return the
territories. Whatever lay behind Kissinger’s step-by-step strategy, the message Israel received
directly from him was that he, Kissinger, “would seek ways of preventing American-Soviet
negotiations on Brezhnev’s proposals” should Israel reject such proposals – since they were most
likely to be based on the 4 June 1967 lines.33

Yet, despite the failures of Sadat’s 1971 and 1973 initiatives, after the October 1973 Yom
Kippur war a breakthrough did occur – actually two breakthroughs: the Interim Accord of 1975
and the ultimate breakthrough of the 1979 Israeli–Egyptian Peace Agreement. While Labor Party
leaders were to maintain that the 1975 agreement negotiated by their government paved the way
for, and thus was crucial to, the final peace agreement, the negotiations for the Interim Accord
were ultimately limited to the task of further military disengagement. The 1975 accord was
initiated by the Americans as a post-1973 war second disengagement of forces, in a period of
heightened tension due to uncertainty regarding the renewal of the previous agreements. Rabin,
however, had come to office with the express purpose of pursuing peace agreements and he
clearly preferred that any further agreements be a political step toward peace.34 While this was a
general interest, Rabin’s focus was on Egypt. Presumably, as a military man, Rabin believed –
and stated – that it was more important to deal with the surrounding states, whose military power
could conceivably constitute a strategic threat to Israel, as distinct from the Palestinians’ terrorist
tactics.35 But Rabin viewed Syria as more extreme than Egypt and, therefore, “not a realistic”
partner for peace at the time; nor was there room for another disengagement of forces on the
Golan (Israel did withdraw from a small area, Kuneitra, in the earlier post-war disengagement
with Syria)36 And while talks had been started with Jordan, any move on that front would
ultimately require, according to Rabin (like Meir), a turn to the Israeli electorate.37 A second
agreement with Egypt would respond to the American interest in showing progress on the
Middle East front (strengthening Washington’s budding relationship with Sadat to the detriment
of Moscow), as well as possibly ease some of Israel’s isolation. Rabin spoke of the fact that most
of the countries in the world were supporting the Arabs and even the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO), a fact that behooved Israel to show flexibility.38 There was also an Israeli



interest in preventing a resumption of the December 1973 Geneva Conference with its emphasis
on a comprehensive agreement and Soviet-backed Arab demands for full withdrawal. At the
same time, Rabin wanted Egyptian commitments to abide by, and extend, the commitments to
maintain the early post-war troop disengagement’s suspension of hostilities.

Because of the limited nature of both the disengagement and the 1974–1975 talks – namely,
the absence of a link to a peace treaty – the negotiations focused primarily on security-related
issues. These issues were mainly the depth of the withdrawal, Egyptian presence in evacuated
areas, monitoring and early warning stations, but also the duration of the agreement.39 The
return of the oil fields to Egypt was also negotiated, though not the topic of particular
controversy (belying a purely economic basis for Israel’s positions even as Jerusalem sought
future imports from these fields). Yet, as in the pre-war talks and, in fact, Rabin’s original goal40
for a second agreement with Egypt, Israel sought a political quid pro quo for its withdrawal in
the form of a non-belligerency pact – which Egypt refused. There was, however, agreement
finally on a “non-use of force” clause, along with clauses negating the use of military means, to
remain in effect until superseded by another agreement.

Most importantly, the Interim Accord pledged continued efforts to reach a peace agreement
within the Geneva Conference framework as called for in UNSC Resolution 338 (passed to bring
an end to the Yom Kippur War). While that resolution itself notes UNSC 242, Resolution 242
was strikingly missing from the Interim Accord – since Israel objected (as it had in 1971) to
linkage that might imply full withdrawal. The reference to Geneva did, however, imply a
comprehensive framework as distinct from Egypt acting alone in the future, although neither
Egypt nor Israel was interested in a resumption of Geneva since the conference would not only
include the Soviets but also tie progress on one track to progress on all tracks.41

The real story of the Interim Accord was the role of the United States, or, actually, the US
pressure on Israel. For some this was the main factor that made this agreement possible.42 An
agreement was important to the US in order to stabilize the situation – namely, to forestall an
outbreak of new hostilities (linked to pressure from Syria as well). There was also the problem of
the oil embargo and also the risk of Soviet recuperation in the region.43 The log-jam in the
Kissinger-mediated negotiations was Israeli withdrawal – to the Gidi and Mitla passes or beyond
them and the early warning stations that Israel had in those areas (this included, therefore, the
issue of what forces would enter the evacuated area). While Rabin relented somewhat on the
withdrawal lines, the stalemate remained, leading President Ford to declare a “reassessment” of
American policy toward Israel which turned into a six-month hiatus in any new military
contracts with Israel and a cancellation of a scheduled visit by Shimon Peres. In the end, Rabin
conceded on withdrawal from the passes in exchange for American responsibility for the early
warning stations and certain political as well as economic commitments to Israel. Similar to his
concession on “non-use of force” instead of an end of the state of belligerency, Rabin’s
concession on the withdrawal was attributed (by him) to his determination to reach an
agreement, rather than to US pressure. The American lever, aside from the suspension of talks on
new arms agreements, had been to threaten a return to the Geneva conference, something Israel
disdained because the conference carried the risk of an imposed settlement due to Soviet pressure
or, more likely, would end in nothing since the Arab states attending would be demanding full
Israeli withdrawal. Yet, Rabin believed that the American threat to return to Geneva was an



empty one since Kissinger had no desire to bring the Soviets into negotiations.

Map 3.1 Israeli–Egyptian Interim Agreement 1975
Source: Washington Institute for Near East Policy,
http://mfa.gov.il/MFA/AboutIsrael/Maps/Pages/Sinai%20Interim%20Agreement-%201975.aspx

Rabin justified his concession on the passes with the remark that “a line” in the “great wastes”
of the Sinai Desert was meaningless (as distinct from the situation of “populated areas in the
Israeli heartland”);44 yet, in fact, in the course of the negotiations he had resisted withdrawal to
this line on the grounds that Israel needed “defensible borders.” Presumably American control of
the early warning stations, plus a demilitarized buffer zone (monitored by the UN), could
substitute for such borders. These security considerations were influenced by another factor;
Rabin spoke to Kissinger of his commitment to reach an agreement for personal as well as
national reasons given the danger of a new war if agreement were not reached: his sense of
responsibility for the lives of every Israeli soldier, and the fact that his own son and son-in-law
were both serving in tank units in the Sinai.45 The personality of his opponent, Sadat, was also a
factor for Rabin. Approaching the talks, Rabin studied Sadat, seeking information about his
character and his views. This would suggest a degree of open-mindedness and objectivity, but
underlying mistrust was also still evident. He believed that Sadat himself was “fickle,” referring
at one point to the fact that Sadat had abandoned King Hussein in favor of the PLO at the recent
Arab League conference in Rabat, and so “if Sadat was capable of breaking an agreement with a
fellow Arab leader, how was he likely to treat an agreement with Israel if other Arab states
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placed him under pressure.”46
Still deeper mistrust was evident in Rabin’s declaration to the Americans that “no Arab ruler is

prepared to make true peace and normalization of relations with Israel.”47 For that reason Israel
could not, he said, “go back to the 4 June 1967 lines” which borders he characterized as having
been “the cause” of the 1967 war, adding: “We need defensible borders, and those are not the
same as 4 June lines.”48 As he explained to President Ford, “when we talk of peace, I mean by
this our existence as a Jewish state, with boundaries we can defend with our defenses … the
Arabs stress total Israeli withdrawal to the pre-June 1967 lines, which we consider practically
indefensible.”49 Thus, Israel’s positions were once again predicated on the assumption that
peace would not be lasting, and, therefore, Israel needed to be prepared, as it were, for the next
war. Yet, Rabin did allow that there could be change in the future; he spoke of partial agreements
and stages “that will secure a lowering of military activity and create conditions enabling us to
test the intentions of each Arab country, to see whether or not it seeks peace.”50 He told Ford
that “there is an accumulation of suspicion that must be cleared on the way to peace …. In order
to change attitudes in the area it would take a very long time.”51 But he also believed that it
might be possible to secure Egyptian adherence to the agreement if Egypt had sufficient interest
in it – in a business sense, for example to protect the Sinai oil fields.52 Ultimately, Rabin also
believed the interim agreement would bring Egypt closer to the US, lead to Egyptian loss of
Soviet weaponry, and drive a wedge between Egypt and Syria – all of which would leave Sadat
with no alternative but a political solution with Israel.53 But during the impasse in the Interim
Agreement talks, he told the Americans: “in terms of the readiness of Israel for a final peace and
the needs of Israeli security, the 1967 lines with respect to Egypt and Syria do not allow for
security arrangements which are required for a small country of three million people against a
composition of states who total 60-to-65 million … we have not sensed an Arab readiness to
come close to the essentials of peace as we see them from our point of view.”54

Some domestic factors played a role with regard to Rabin’s decisions. At the time, he spoke of
the open “wounds of war” of the Israeli people and his sense of responsibility to the people.
However, he also mentioned, at least as an arguing point with the Americans, that there were
those (“of my countrymen”) who felt that if war were inevitable, it would be preferable to have it
break out on the present lines rather than the eastern side of the passes to which Egypt demanded
Israel withdraw.55 These “countrymen” apparently included members of the military
establishment in Israel, for Rabin spoke of “skeptics” whom the chief of staff found it difficult to
convince with regard to the terms of the agreement. The implication is that he engaged the chief
of staff to help neutralize these opponents. In political circles, three members of Rabin’s own
party, most prominent among them Moshe Dayan, voted against the Interim Accord in the
Knesset on 1 September 1975, along with a few members from other parties that were partners in
Rabin’s government coalition.

Aside from the ruling coalition, there were many more potential spoilers within the Knesset.
While almost the entire Knesset supported Rabin’s resistance to the Americans during the
reassessment, the final accord precipitated a fierce debate, with just 70 of the 120 Knesset voting
in favor, 43 against, and 7 abstentions.56 Moreover, the opposition right-wing party, and



especially the settler movement Gush Emunim, had staged a vociferous campaign during the
negotiations, even vilifying Kissinger personally as an enemy of Israel for his shuttle diplomacy.
This public rejected the very idea of any withdrawal from any territory. It could be argued that
the public demonstrations against an agreement might have strengthened Rabin’s hand in his test
of wills with Kissinger, perhaps proving how hard it would be for the prime minister to agree to
the American/Egyptian demands. At one point, Rabin conveyed this to Sadat in a letter he asked
Kissinger to deliver, saying that in order to convince the Israeli people of the need to make these
difficult decisions, he needed to see “that the act of withdrawal marks the real beginning of
progress towards peace by deeds and words that demonstrate the intention of peace.”57 But, in
fact, Rabin was furious over the Gush Emunim treatment of Kissinger, which appeared to make
it more, not less difficult to deal with the Americans. During the “reassessment” Rabin himself
employed public opinion, more constructively presumably from his and Israel’s point of view.
He sought to strengthen his hand by a public campaign in the United States, enlisting the Jewish
diaspora, which culminated in a letter from 76 senators calling for support for Israel and
satisfaction of its defense requirements.58 One cannot accurately gauge the value of this role
played by the diaspora, since the White House did not go back on its positions or end the
reassessment because of their actions. The administration did, however, attach some importance
to the campaign, as evidenced by meetings the White House held with leaders of American
Jewry and also with Senator Javits, who had initiated the letter.59 It is conceivable, though there
is no direct evidence, that the letter and lobbying contributed to American willingness to seek the
creative solutions finally reached to achieve Israeli agreement in the end.60

Rabin was keenly aware of the responsibility upon him and even the political price he might
have to pay were he not to succeed in working out an agreement, particularly if the security
situation were to deteriorate.61 This concern was linked to what Rabin correctly noted as a
serious decline in public trust of the country’s leaders as a result of the 1973 war, as we shall
discuss below. Rabin also took care to gain some military, economic, and political commitments
from the Americans, including a US promise not to talk with the PLO unless it recognized
Israel’s right to exist and accepted Resolution 242. These were spelled out in a Memorandum of
Understanding, separate from the Israeli–Egyptian agreement.62 They do not appear to have
been the subject of major differences between Rabin and Kissinger, nor were they an integral
part of the negotiations over the Interim Accord.

In all there were quite a number of factors, sometimes contradictory, that led to the
breakthrough of the Interim Accord, from the limited military nature of the agreement (it did not
deal with 4 June 1967 lines or the critical Sharm el-Sheikh issue, although it did deal with the
important passes) to heavy American pressure. The instability of the post-Yom Kippur War
period played a role, along with the interest of Sadat in a further Israeli withdrawal. Undoubtedly
a decisive factor was Rabin’s leadership and determination; but, judging from his memoirs, quite
a number of factors, including domestic and even some of a more personal nature, operated as
well on his decision-making. The underlying mistrust of the Arabs, including Sadat, remained
but Rabin sought to compensate for this in the design of the agreement. To some degree this may
have justified the concessions that he made; he insisted these concessions were not due to
American pressure but, rather, amply suited to Israel’s security needs for the future as well as the
present.



Far more complex, and significant, was the breakthrough for peace with Egypt, with a total
withdrawal to the 4 June 1967 lines, undertaken by the leader of the right-wing Likud63 Prime
Minister Menachem Begin who came to power in 1977. Many of the circumstances and factors
that paved the way for this breakthrough had played a role in the achievement of the Interim
Accord; but their impact was to be far greater when it came to a total withdrawal in exchange for
peace with Egypt. Moreover, still more factors were to enter the picture.

In a delayed reaction to the Yom Kippur War, Israeli elections in the spring of 1977 brought
about a total transformation of the country’s politics, ejecting Labor and installing a government
of the right wing (Likud Party) for the first time in the state and pre-state history. Now prime
minister, Likud leader Menachem Begin sought a meeting with Sadat, dispatching Moshe Dayan
(now Begin’s foreign minister) for secret talks with Egyptian officials in Morocco, in addition to
indirect contacts through Rumanian President Nicolai Ceausescu.64 Just months before, Jimmy
Carter had assumed power in the United States and almost immediately initiated steps for a
resumption of the Geneva Conference. Sadat, who was amenable to Begin’s wish for a meeting,
increasingly despaired that a renewed Geneva conference would actually ever take place or
achieve anything;65 moreover, he became apprehensive of the Americans after Washington’s
acquiescence to Israeli demands regarding a statement Washington had issued with the Soviets in
connection with Geneva. In preparation for a renewed Geneva conference, the US and USSR had
issued a joint statement on 1 October 1977 reiterating Resolution 242 but adding the
Palestinians’ “legitimate rights.”66 Alarmed, Israel dispatched Dayan to Washington with a
working paper that basically voided the Soviet–American statement. The US announced its
acceptance of Israel’s working paper, a move that may have persuaded Sadat that the Americans
were still bowing to Israel interests. In view of these developments and, perhaps even more, a
wish to deal separately with Israel rather than be limited by a more collective Arab approach,
Sadat announced his willingness to go to Jerusalem to address the Israeli parliament, which he
did on 20 November 1977.

This extraordinary act on the part of the Egyptian leader ushered in a period of nonetheless
difficult negotiations, prompting the Americans to step in. With the direct involvement of
President Carter, the US mediated a framework agreement at Camp David one year later. The
talks at Camp David were fraught with difficulty, particularly over issues such as the Israeli
settlements in the Sinai and the air fields, but most of all Sadat’s demand for linkage with some
kind of solution for the Palestinians on the West Bank.67 Ultimately, with further American
involvement, the Egyptian–Israeli Peace Agreement of March 1979 was achieved over the
vociferous objections of many of Begin’s supporters. The Sinai settlements were to be
completely evacuated and there was linkage of sorts – though not as a precondition – to an
autonomy arrangement for the West Bank and Gaza, which included Jordan as well as local
Palestinians. Sadat had initially called for the return of Gaza to Egypt but subsequently related to
it as part of Palestinian autonomy. While he sought Egyptian participation in the interim UN
force for the West Bank autonomy period, once Israel rejected this Sadat did not make an issue
of it.68 The matter of Jerusalem was not so amicably resolved: each of the two leaders sent a
letter to President Carter with each country’s (contradictory) position regarding Jerusalem
(Sadat: “Arab Jerusalem as an integral part of the West Bank”; Begin: “Jerusalem is one city,



indivisible, Capital of the State of Israel”).69
Obviously a major factor for the transformation in Israeli–Egyptian relations and the

achievement of peace was the change of leadership – Sadat in Egypt and then Israeli successors
to Golda Meir in Israel, first Rabin and then Begin. As already noted, Israeli leaders and others
were far from impressed by Sadat when he came to power in 1970; but the 1973 war and
subsequent negotiations for the Interim Accord led to a far more serious appraisal of the man.
Nonetheless, while the leadership change in Egypt was an essential factor in the breakthrough,
on its own it was not enough – as already evidenced by the failure of the 1971 and 1973
Egyptian initiatives. On the Israeli side the leadership change was critical, though not necessarily
the change from Meir to Rabin. While Rabin was more flexible than his predecessor, it is not at
all clear how Rabin would have dealt with anything more than the limited military
disengagement of the Interim Accord. It is not certain that he would have been willing to
relinquish Sharm el-Sheikh, for example; he was as skeptical about the wisdom of returning to
the 1967 lines as Meir.70 Nevertheless, Rabin had commented once to the Americans that he
cared little about Sharm el-Sheikh, saying: “we just want to be there until we see a commitment
to peace that is solid.”71 Menachem Begin’s attitude to these lines, however, was somewhat
different and based on other considerations, as shall see below. Additionally, there was also a
leadership change in the US, bringing in a president and a security advisor with a different view
of the protagonists to the conflict.

Before examining the role of these leadership changes in achieving the breakthrough, another
perhaps crucial factor must be examined – namely, the altered context as a result of the Yom
Kippur War. It has been said that the war was a critical factor for Egypt, for the early victories
against the ostensibly invincible Israeli army facilitated Sadat’s efforts to move toward what
would ultimately be a separate peace agreement with Israel.72 With Egypt’s honor now restored,
Sadat was able to negotiate with Israel on a more equal basis. Yet, inasmuch as Sadat had been
willing to negotiate even before the war, this may not have been as critical a factor for the post-
war talks as claimed. Nonetheless, Sadat himself did refer to “new facts” created by the war, as
the Egyptian people were no longer seen as a “‘lifeless body’.”73

Certainly for Israel, the war played a key role. The Yom Kippur War was traumatic for
Israelis. The surprise of the attack, the unpreparedness of the army, the losses of the first few
days, the false assurances given the public by the leadership with regard to these matters in the
first few days, as well as the very large number of wounded and killed all led to a serious blow to
Israeli morale and an unprecedented loss of public trust in the country’s leaders. Popular protests
led to the creation of a government commission of inquiry, the Agranat Commission; but the
report of the inquiry only led to further mistrust and disillusionment. The more immediate result
was the resignation of Golda Meir and her government (even though the commission did not
hold the civilian echelon responsible for the failures); the delayed result was the removal of
Labor from power altogether in the 1977 elections.74

The fall of the long-touted Bar Lev line of Israeli defenses at the Canal, the failure of the Israel
Defense Forces’ (IDF’s) first counter-offensive, along with the rapid advance of the Syrians in
the north, struck at Israelis’ confidence, indeed the arrogance, vis à vis the Arab armies that had
been so pervasive since the startling victories of 1967. Moreover, the “strategic depth” and
“defensible borders” that the territories presumably provided had actually weakened Israel’s



ability to counter attack given the time and effort it took to get Israeli reservists and supplies to
the Canal. Similarly, the settlements on the Golan – also once popularly perceived as
contributing to security – actually had to be evacuated at the outbreak of the war. Thus, the view
of the territories as a security asset suffered a blow, apparently creating some readiness for
territorial compromise at least on the Egyptian front, with the added incentive of avoiding
another war after the terrible losses suffered. This new reality may have been reflected in Rabin’s
decisions for the Interim Accord; it was also apparent in Israeli public opinion. Just one month
after the Yom Kippur War, public opinion against returning any or all of the territories dropped
significantly in what was to become a gradual decline in opposition. More specifically,
opposition to returning any or all of the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and, most of all, Sinai fell
sharply.75 Strangely, in contradiction to the views on the whole Sinai in the same studies, there
was only a much smaller decline in what was still strong opposition to giving up Sharm el-
Sheikh (and the Golan).76

Thus, on the background of the Yom Kippur War, it was a far less confident, still angry and
somewhat confused public that brought the right wing to power for the first time in Israel’s short
history. As the opinion polls suggest, the public had not turned massively to the right; rather, the
electorate was divided, with many seeking to punish Labor by voting for a newly created center
party, the Democratic Party for Change (DASH). This party then opted to reject Labor, joining
the Likud in creating a coalition government led by Menachem Begin.77

Begin’s response to the post-war situation was similar to Rabin’s in that he saw the
importance of achieving a more stable situation vis à vis the countries that had invaded – namely,
Egypt and Syria. Yet his policies regarding the occupied territories and possible peace
agreements were motivated by quite different considerations than those of Rabin or the Labor
Party. And it was this difference that made the leadership change to Begin a significant factor in
the achievement of the peace agreement with Egypt. For Begin the key was Eretz Israel (Land of
Israel) – the “sacred” land of greater Israel that belonged to the Jews by historical, even religious
right. Labor, too, believed that Israel had a right to these lands, as evidenced by both leadership
statements and party platforms after 1967.78 However, Labor, without relinquishing this claim,
was willing to give up some of this land for pragmatic purposes to be determined primarily by
security criteria. As Rabin had said: “Our right to the land is unshakeable. That is not the crux of
the argument. … In my view the Jordan is the defense line of Israel.”79 For Begin, “no part of
Judea and Samaria [the Biblical names for the areas of the West Bank] can be given away.”80
But Eretz Israel included the West Bank, Gaza, and Jerusalem – not Sinai, not the Golan.
Therefore, Begin could and did agree in June 1967, while a member of the unity government, to
return the Sinai to Egypt and the Golan to Syria. Later it could be said that returning Sinai
fulfilled Resolution 242 (in the Israeli interpretation that “territories” not “the territories” had to
be relinquished), leaving the West Bank and Gaza in Israeli hands – which according to Begin
were “liberated” lands and therefore not part of the “occupied” land referred to in Resolution
242. Nonetheless, Begin was still wary of any reference to the resolution, as evidenced by his
resignation from the unity government in 1970 over this issue. But beyond rhetoric or tactics,
Begin believed that peace with Egypt (and Syria) would weaken Jordan (which he did not
recognize as a legitimate state) as well as the Palestinians, the real challengers to Israel’s hold on



the West Bank.81
Begin’s underlying interest in weakening the Palestinians in the effort to keep the West Bank

leads us to another important factor at play: the leadership change in the United States that
brought Jimmy Carter to power. Carter, and his national security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski,
favored a comprehensive agreement (as distinct from Kissinger’s step-by-step approach) through
a revived Geneva Conference which would require dealing with the West Bank as well. Still
more disturbingly in Begin’s eyes, the US president also began to speak of Palestinian rights and
the need for a Palestinian “homeland.”82 This worrisome development, coming as it did when
the PLO had gained widespread international support, particularly at the UN,83 was all the more
reason for Begin to pursue what appeared to be an Egyptian interest in reaching a separate
agreement.

If all of these underlying factors – leadership changes in Egypt (Sadat) and the US (Carter),
the war and the fall of Labor in Israel, Likud ideology, and, to some degree, the growing
international popularity of the PLO – led Begin to seek talks with Egypt (which he did through
secret meetings with the Egyptians in Morocco and intermediaries, primarily Rumania), still
other factors contributed significantly to the ultimate breakthrough of the 1979 agreement. Many
would likely maintain that the single most important factor was Sadat’s historic trip to Jerusalem.
Indeed, it is impossible to know if peace would have been achieved without this gesture, for
Sadat’s dramatic visit affected what was possibly the most important obstacle to peace for
Israelis: the psychological barrier. Indeed, this was Sadat’s intention in the symbolic act of
coming to the controversial city of Jerusalem and speaking at the Knesset, seat of the
unrecognized capital of Israel. There could be no more genuine signal of peaceful intent than the
willingness of an Egyptian leader to take the risk (political as well as physical) of such a trip. The
visit itself went a long way toward overcoming the deep-seated mistrust and fears of the Israeli
public, generated by the years of war, hostility, propaganda, and incitement. But for the Israeli
political and military elites, the more reassuring aspect may have been Sadat’s speech in the
Knesset.84 Though he repeated the usual demands for Israeli withdrawal from all the territories
occupied in 1967, including “Arab Jerusalem,” and the need to create a Palestinian state, Sadat
addressed Israel’s most visceral need for Arab recognition of Israel’s legitimacy as part of the
region. Though Begin himself maintained that he was in no need of anyone to recognize what
was Israel’s right – to exist85 – the idea that the Arab world would never accept the state of
Israel was basic to the mistrust and insecurity that had characterized Israeli policies since 1948. It
was this that Sadat addressed in his speech when he advocated several times “an Israel that lives
in the region with her Arab neighbors in security and safety,” adding “In all sincerity I tell you
we welcome you among us with full security and safety.” … “Yes, today I tell you, and I declare
it to the whole world, that we accept to live with you in permanent peace based on justice.” And:
“As we really and truly seek peace we really and truly welcome you to live among us in peace
and security.”86

As transformative as the visit and the speech were, however, the ensuing talks were difficult
even to the point of near failure. The Sinai did not carry with it the problems of ideology,
religion, and history that the West Bank (or Jerusalem) did, and Begin was indeed interested in
reaching a peace agreement with Egypt. But Begin’s objective of a deal that would enhance,
rather than hurt, his more central goal of holding onto the West Bank (“Eretz Israel”), coupled



with his ideological loyalty to the settlement project as a whole,87 proved to be critical issues.
Moreover, the absence of trust, despite Sadat’s visit and declarations, prompted Israeli security
demands for keeping the military airfields in Sinai, along with early warning stations, limits on
Egyptian forces, and demilitarization. Therefore, still more factors were brought into play to
enable the final success.

The contributions in the negotiations of a number of participants from both the Israeli and
Egyptian side (Aharon Barak, Ezer Weizman, Osama el Baz, Boutros Boutros Ghali, and others
whose stories may never be fully known88) played a role, as did Ariel Sharon’s phone call to
Begin expressing a willingness to forego the settlements in Sinai. But the most important
personal contribution may be that of Carter. After a year of unsuccessful talks, Carter invited
Begin and Sadat to Camp David to work out a Framework Agreement addressing all the issues of
a final peace accord. It was, in fact, not only American mediation providing over 20 drafts but
also Carter’s personal persuasion and persistence that produced solutions to the controversial
issues. Carter managed to keep the negotiations going despite Israeli and Egyptian threats to
leave, packed bags and all. Without his direct involvement it is most likely that no agreement
would have emerged from Camp David, though some of Carter’s “solutions” were based on
ambiguities and misunderstandings that later proved problematic, most notably the period of a
freeze of settlement building in the West Bank.89

Nonetheless, a willingness to tolerate a lack of clarity, including language differences and
even contradictory positions (viz. the letters on Jerusalem) was actually a factor that facilitated
the final breakthrough. For example, Begin provided a note with his own semantics, using the
name “Judea and Samaria” rather than the “West Bank,” the “Arabs of Eretz Israel” instead of
the “Palestinians.” Actually crucial was the ambiguity regarding the linkage demanded by Sadat
between the peace accord and the autonomy plan for the Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza.
Originally Begin’s own idea, the autonomy plan adopted at Camp David left the final status of
the area (after a five-year period of autonomy) open ended, without any prior claim to Israeli
sovereignty (though the Likud Party platform of 1977 said clearly “between the sea and the
Jordan, there will be Jewish sovereignty alone. Any plan that involves surrendering parts of
Western Eretz Israel militates against our right to the Land”).90 This also meant, however, that
there was no commitment to an Israeli withdrawal. More significantly, perhaps, there was also
no clear or direct linkage in the form of conditionality or otherwise between the autonomy plan
and the 1979 peace agreement with Egypt. Instead of actual linkage, both “agreements” were
simply presented in parallel. It is more than conceivable that Begin had no intention of
implementing the autonomy plan; indeed, when Dayan and Weizman later understood this they
actually resigned from the autonomy talks team and later from the government.91 For Begin, the
final version of the autonomy plan, ultimately forced upon him by the Americans (due to
Egyptian insistence), was no more than a face-saving device to enable Sadat to make a separate
peace with Israel. Having reportedly told US Secretary of State Cyrus Vance that he would
“never preside over the transfer of one inch of the Land of Israel to anyone else’s sovereignty,”
he is said to have replied, when asked by Secretary Vance what would be the fate of the West
Bank once the allotted five-year autonomy period ended, “By the end of the five-year period I
may not be around.”92 Presumably with the same vague future in mind, he was willing to
include a phrase about “the legitimate rights of the Palestinians,” stating later, according to one



account, that it had little meaning in reality.93

While willing to find a way to resolve some issues by means of semantics, ambiguity,94 or
separate understandings, Begin’s approach reflected basic mistrust and suspicion. Even Ezer
Weisman, who trusted Sadat’s intentions, told an interviewer at the time of the signing of the
Peace Agreement that he had told Sadat: “Do you really imagine that because of [your visit] we
can place all our trust in your hands? Today you are president, tomorrow not. Israel’s existence
cannot be dependent on you.”95 And, referring later to these talks, Elyakim Rubinstein, also a
member of the delegation, attributed the distrust to “an inherited suspicion in Israelis … derived
from Jewish history and psychology” that plays a major role in Israeli decision-making.96

Begin, like Golda Meir in the past, was suspicious of both American97 and Egyptian
intentions regarding demands for future withdrawals, specifically from the West Bank or
Jerusalem. In addition to the separate letters regarding Jerusalem, Begin was most cautious with
regard to any mention of Resolution 242. According to Carter’s aide, William Quandt, “First, the
text said that ‘the results of the negotiations’ should be based on all the principles of UN
Resolution 242, and the principles, including withdrawal, were then enumerated. Begin argued
that the wording should be changed to read ‘the negotiations’ should be based on 242, not ‘the
results of the negotiations.’ By this he meant that any party could raise the points mentioned in
242 during the negotiations, but that the final agreement need not reflect these principles.”98
Nor, Begin insisted, should the principles be listed, including “withdrawal.” While the
Americans understood this as a “watering down” to merely a vague reference to Resolution 242,
for Begin it was a reflection of his sensitivity (actually opposition) to Resolution 242 and his
suspicions regarding the real intentions of Carter and Sadat (namely, withdrawal on all fronts).99
Regarding the Egyptians, Begin’s concern was that Sadat’s comments in the Knesset
notwithstanding, Egypt’s loyalty to its Arab brothers would take precedence over the agreement
with Israel.100 This concern was the reason for Begin’s insistence upon the inclusion in article
VI of the final peace agreement of the phrase that “in the event of a conflict between the
obligations of the Parties under the present Treaty and any of the other obligations, the
obligations under this Treaty will be binding and implemented.”101

There was one other factor that most observers believe played a role in the achievement of
peace with Egypt.102 Beginning with the negative public response to the Yom Kippur War, the
anti-government demonstrations and the Agranat Commission, all of which led to the resignation
of the Meir government, public opinion appears to have now become a consideration for Israeli
decision-makers. The public was clearly touched by Sadat’s visit; and surveys of opinion
regarding the territories were but one reflection of this (opposition to returning the Sinai
plummeted from 39 percent in 1976 to just 16 percent during November to December 1977103),
while expectations were high regarding a possible peace with Egypt. As intended by Sadat,
psychological barriers were apparently surmounted for the most part as the public expected a
positive outcome to the post-visit talks. This sentiment was clearly expressed when the
subsequent talks began to break down. A group of some 348 reserve officers and soldiers
published an open letter of concern:



Citizens that also serve as soldiers and officers in the reserve forces are sending this letter to
you. The following words are not written with a light heart. However at this time when new
horizons of peace and cooperation are for the first time being proposed to the State of Israel,
we feel obliged to call upon you to prevent taking any steps that could cause endless
problems to our people and our state.

We are writing this with deep anxiety, as a government that prefers the existence of the
State of Israel within the borders of “Greater Israel” to its existence in peace with good
neighborliness, will be difficult for us to accept. A government that prefers existence of
settlements beyond the Green Line to elimination of this historic conflict with creation of
normalization of relationships in our region will evoke questions regarding the path we are
taking. A government policy that will cause a continuation of control over roughly million
Arabs will hurt the Jewish-democratic character of the state, and will make it difficult for us
to identify with the path of the State of Israel.

We are aware of the security needs of the State of Israel and the difficulties facing the
path to peace. But we know that true security will only be reached with the arrival of peace.
The power of the IDF is in the identification of its soldiers with the path of the State of
Israel.104

Coming from army reservists, most of whom were officers and, in some cases, high officers, the
letter evoked a massive response, culminating in Israel’s unprecedently large political
demonstration of 100,000 people in Tel Aviv on the eve of Begin’s departure for Camp David.
Indeed, Begin later wrote Israeli writer Amos Oz that he was not able to shake off the impression
of the “100,000 rally,” and according to one account, Begin believed that he could not return
empty handed in view of this public outpouring.105 There was also pressure from within the
government coalition, for the center party DASH threatened to bolt if peace with Sadat were not
achieved. Public opinion remained strongly in favor following Camp David as well, with some
75 percent support for the Framework Agreement achieved there, and even 70 percent supporting
removal of the settlements.106

There were, however, also potential spoilers. As in the period of Rabin’s negotiations for the
Interim Accord, these came from the right, primarily from the settler population and the extreme
right. However, Begin, unlike Rabin, could not simply ignore (or chastise) them since most, in
fact, came not only from his coalition (namely, the National Religious Party, NRP), but also
from among his own party. These included leading figures such as Yitzhak Shamir, Moshe
Arens, and Shmuel Katz (who resigned as minister of information in protest after Camp David).
Some, like Arens – at the time Israeli ambassador to Washington – opposed the agreement out of
security considerations (still clinging to the idea of Sinai as a buffer zone). He was said to
believe that Begin’s concessions (regarding security matters such as the airfields and early
warning stations) had been due, in part, to the pressure of the peace demonstration.107 Others,
like Shamir, opposed relinquishing any territory, viewing Sinai as part of the Biblical Land of
Israel. Indeed, for the most part, objections were based on ideological and, for the NRP, religious
considerations.

One participant in the talks later asserted that these potential spoilers were ineffectual in part
because the press was not allowed to cover the Camp David talks, so pressure from these circles
could not find its way into the talks. Rubinstein actually believed that “the peace would not have



been obtained if the media had been allowed to cover the [meeting].”108 Begin did, however,
respond somewhat to objectors from among his supporters by conditioning the Framework
Agreement of Camp David upon a Knesset vote regarding the evacuation of the Sinai
settlements. But he managed to undermine these same opponents by ultimately demanding a vote
on the agreement as a whole, not the specific clauses.109 Another way in which he sought to
deal with potential spoilers was to explain, repeatedly, that he had made no commitment to
withdraw from the West Bank nor had even used that term (rather than Judea and Samaria) or the
word “Palestinians.”110 On the whole, however, even his stature among right-wing members of
the Knesset (MKs), based primarily on his role in the pre-state underground struggle for
independence, was insufficient to gain the support of his whole coalition or even his own party.
In the Knesset vote on the Camp David agreement, only 9 MKs from Begin’s 21 member Herut
faction of the Likud voted in favor (7 voted against, 5 abstained), and only 5 of the NRP’s 12
MKs voted in favor (3 voted against, and 4 abstained). In addition, 4 of the opposition Labor
Party MKs voted against the Camp David agreement, while 3 abstained. Although Shimon Peres,
head of the opposition in the Knesset, voted in favor, he frequently expressed his belief that
Labor could have made a better agreement – namely, saved the settlements.111

When it came to the vote on the Peace Treaty itself, Begin still had to placate objectors. It is
possible that his resumption of settlement building, and his insistence to the Americans that he
had not agreed to more than a brief freeze, were designed for that purpose. He also had to face
noisy Gush Emunim demonstrators – whose demonstrations continued throughout the actual
withdrawals, especially during the evacuation of the northern Sinai settlements. Begin may
actually have used this opposition to bolster his bargaining position in the final and, once again,
difficult discussions with the Americans and Egyptians on the treaty. Once again, though, the
potential spoilers were far too weak to block the final agreement. Despite a stormy debate, the
Knesset easily approved the peace treaty in a 95 to 18 vote with two abstentions and three not
participating. Nonetheless, two ministers in Begin’s government, among them Ariel Sharon,
actually voted against, while Shamir (later Begin’s successor) was among the two abstentions.

Thus, a number of factors combined to transform Israel’s intractable conflict with Egypt.
Changes in the leadership of both countries were critical; changes in the context (the impact of
the 1973 war) and changes in the external environment (Carter’s positions, preparations for
renewed collective efforts) were contributing factors. And it clearly helped that the issue of Sinai
was not burdened – at least in the view of Begin – with historic–religious attachments. In the
negotiations themselves, the role played by the Americans was critical, and public opinion may
also have contributed at least in part to the agreement. Potential spoilers were far too few to have
an effect even if they came from the ranks of Begin’s own supporters. However, it is not certain
that any of these factors, singly or even together, would have been sufficient for the final
breakthrough had Sadat’s dramatic visit not dissipated most if not all of the psychological
barriers. Most significantly for the outcome, neither Begin’s lingering mistrust nor his
ideological attachment to the settlements was allowed to prevent a final peace deal.112 Indeed,
this was the major difference in the role played by the mistrust factor in 1979 as compared with
the 1967–1968 and 1973 efforts. Then Labor leaders were willing to forego peace with Jordan,
and later with Egypt, due to an unwillingness to relinquish land that they perceived as necessary
for Israel’s security, but a perception of security that was based on their mistrust of Arab



willingness to accept Israel’s legitimacy in the region. It is possible that Begin’s mistrust was
mitigated somewhat by Sadat’s visit and proclamations of acceptance of Israel. These did affect
the Israeli public. It seems more likely that the risks involved were outweighed in Begin’s eyes
by the political gain; he was ultimately willing to make the territorial sacrifice of Sinai, mistrust
notwithstanding, out of his ideologically motivated interest in preserving Eretz Israel (the West
Bank and Gaza) and the conviction that this agreement would serve that purpose.
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4 Failure on the Syrian Track

During the negotiations for the 1975 Interim Accord with Egypt, as already noted, Yitzhak Rabin
had this to say in response to American pressure: “no Arab ruler is prepared to make true peace
and normalization of relations with Israel.”1 He explained that the Arabs demand full withdrawal
to the 4 June 1967 borders, which Israel cannot do, for security reasons. Indeed, Rabin was not
the Israeli leader but, rather, Begin who agreed to do just this in exchange for peace with Egypt.
In 1992, however, it was Rabin who was challenged to do it for peace with a second Arab state:
Syria. Few, if any, believed that peace could be achieved with Syria without full withdrawal
from the Golan Heights – no less than what had been accorded Egypt. And in 1974 Rabin had
said very clearly that he saw “no possibility of our giving up the Golan Heights …. . Even under
a peace treaty, the Golan Heights must be within Israel’s jurisdiction.”2 Therefore, the major
questions to be addressed are: was the Rabin of 1992 the same as the Rabin of 1974–1975? Or
did he believe that peace was possible with Syria, and was he willing to pay the price in
territory? And, ultimately, was Rabin’s attitude the key – or obstacle – to achieving a
breakthrough, as distinct from the Syrian side of the negotiations?

There have been a number of attempts to answer these questions, most authoritatively in the
quite detailed accounts of the negotiations provided by direct participants in the 1992–1995
talks.3 These, along with other observers, differ regarding the positions or intentions of President
Hafiz al-Assad of Syria; but it is agreed that the potential for a breakthrough may be traced to
Syria’s agreement to participate in the Madrid Conference of 1991.4 The conference itself was
the result of an outside factor – namely, a commitment the United States had made to the Arab
countries, and specifically Syria, in order to build a coalition against Iraq after its invasion of
Kuwait in August 1990. Saddam Hussein had proclaimed that he would withdraw from Kuwait
when Israel would withdraw from the occupied territories. While this was a basically demagogic
pronouncement, Washington nonetheless understood the connection in the minds of its would-be
allies in the region and, therefore, spoke of what might be termed “sequential linkage.”5
President Bush promised the Arabs and Gorbachev (the Soviets still had a Friendship Pact with
Iraq) that following the Kuwait crisis, an effort would be made to resolve the Arab–Israeli
conflict in order to ensure stability in the region. Washington did, indeed, have an interest in
such stability, and so it organized the Madrid Conference under the co-sponsorship of the US and
the Soviet Union as a step in that direction. Syria still resisted participating, but agreed after US
Secretary of State Baker assured Assad that Washington would provide guarantees and even
peacekeepers should a deal be made on the Golan.6 Assad’s underlying motivation, however,
was apparently his interest in improved relations with the United States given the loss of his
Soviet backers and the “new world order” of the post-Soviet era, as well as economic problems
at home. And improved relations with the United States dictated at least some effort at
peacemaking with Israel. Whether Assad’s motives for attending the Madrid Conference were



purely US focused or, perhaps, the “strategic decision for peace” that the Syrians were later to
claim they had made became a major question.7

Israel, for its part, was even more reluctant to attend Madrid given its customary
apprehensions about dealing with the Arabs collectively rather than bilaterally. Moreover, Likud
Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir, whose major concern related rather to the West Bank and the
Palestinian issue, maintained that Israel had fulfilled Resolution 242 by withdrawing from Sinai
and need do nothing more. However, promoting the Madrid meeting, Baker conveyed to Shamir
Arab willingness to negotiate with Israel, including Syrian agreement to the idea of confidence-
raising measures. He also provided certain assurances as incentives for Israeli participation,
among them the same suggestion given Assad of US guarantees and troops on the Golan.8 Baker
also reiterated the 1 September 1975 commitment made by President Ford to Rabin in
conjunction with the Interim Agreement, that in forming its position on borders, the US would
give “great weight to Israel’s position that any peace agreement with Syria must be predicated on
Israel remaining on the Golan Heights” (the Hebrew translation reads “in the Golan Heights,”
which was the more common way in Israel of referring to the Golan).9

The Madrid Conference of October 1991 opened what was to become a series of bilateral
negotiations (Israel and Syria, Israel and Lebanon, Israel and a Jordanian–Palestinian
delegation10), alongside multilateral negotiations (which Syria refused to attend) that included
countries from within and outside the region, on topics of refugees, arms control, water,
environment, and economic development. Thus began the bilateral talks between Israel and
Syria, both directly and via the intermediary of the United States, that were to continue off and
on for the next nine years. Shamir made repeated statements of opposition to any territorial
changes, including with regard to the Golan, and he later admitted that he had intended only to
drag out the post-Madrid talks.11 Nonetheless, in early 1992 he reportedly authorized a secret
“non-official emissary” to convey to Damascus that Israel did not rule out the possibility of some
territorial concessions in the Golan.12 Roughly the same time, 6 March 1992, Syria’s chief
negotiator in the bilateral talks said “we are willing to make peace with Israel with all the
attributes of that peace and we hope that you in your turn … [will] implement withdrawal from
the territories that you occupied in 1967.”13 Promising as it may have been, this public statement
called for “comprehensive peace,” and went on explicitly to demand full withdrawal from all the
territories, thereby including withdrawal from the West Bank which was clearly a non-starter for
Shamir.14 Actually, these basically preliminary talks in Washington were best described as
difficult, and they were rapidly superseded by the elections in Israel (June 1992) and in the US (6
November 1992), leading to a whole new set of negotiations and perhaps greater potential for a
breakthrough.

There were a number of factors that might have worked toward a genuine breakthrough, the
most important of which may well have been the leadership change in Israel. The Rabin of 1992
does appear to have changed from the Rabin of 1974. In presenting his government to the Israeli
Knesset on 13 July 1992, Rabin spoke at length of what he viewed as both an opportunity and a
need for peace – as distinct from a “peace process.” Indeed, in what was almost a retort to his
1975 position, he said clearly that the basis for ending the Arab–Israeli conflict would be
“recognition by the Arab states and the Palestinians of Israel as a sovereign state with the right to



live within peace and security. We believe wholeheartedly that this is possible, that it is
imperative, and that it will happen [emphasis mine].”

His widow, Leah Rabin, was later to say that the change in Rabin was the result of the
Intifada, leading him as early as 1989 to the conclusion that the occupation must end, though she
does not mention the change with regard to the Arab states.15 The Palestinian issue was indeed
the focus of Rabin’s “inaugural” speech (and of his election campaign), and the Intifada was a
key factor in the move toward the Oslo Accords, as we shall see below. Yet, Rabin himself
indicated the major factor behind his broader conception of peace: the change in the external
environment. This was the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War or, as he put
it: “Walls of enmity have fallen, borders have been erased, great powers have crumbled and
ideologies collapsed … we must join the international campaign for peace, reconciliation and
cooperation that is currently sweeping the globe. Otherwise we will be left behind, all alone.”16
He may also have been considering a related element of the momentous changes known as the
“new world order,” notably the emergence of the United States – Israel’s unofficial ally – as the
sole super power. This was a factor that might not only strengthen Israel’s bargaining position
but also provide incentive, even need, for the Arab world to turn to the United States (as the
recent Gulf War had just demonstrated), thereby possibly altering Arab positions vis à vis Israel.
Further, the regional environment now contained the additional element of a still broader spread
of radical Islamism, threatening many of the regimes and possibly creating greater concern
among Arab leaders than their conflict with Israel. This too might operate as a factor for new
policies regarding Israel and chances for peace.

These changes in the world and regional environment created what Rabin was to call a
“window of opportunity”; but this term implied also a time limit. That time limit was connected
to a negative phenomenon also emerging, that of potential nuclearization of the region. Rabin
asserted in the same speech: “Israel has long since readied itself to face threat of nuclear arms.
Nevertheless, the situation obliges us to give further thought to the urgent need for an end to the
Arab-Israeli conflict and for peace with our neighbors.”17 Describing this as a “strategic
imperative,” Rabin, according to US negotiator Dennis Ross believed that Israel would never be
in a stronger position both militarily and because of US policies in the region. However,
according to Ross’s summary of Rabin’s comments to him privately, “within a decade, if Israel
did not capitalize on the current favorable conditions, it could face dangers from Iran or possibly
a resurgent Iraq … each of which might acquire unconventional military capabilities. It was
necessary to transform the Middle East before that could happen.”18 Former head of army
intelligence Uri Sagie also mentions Rabin’s determination “to achieve agreements with our
neighbors before the Iranians got the bomb.”19 And close Rabin associate Eitan Haber has added
a Rabin concern over the future resilience of the Israeli public given the exodus of tens of
thousands of Tel Aviv residents during the SCUD attacks of the Iraq War. Indeed, Rabin
contrasted this behavior with the staunch response of Tel Aviv to Egyptian bombing in 1948,
commenting to Haber: “how much longer can people take it?”20

There were signs that the change occurring in Rabin’s thinking about the possibilities for
peace included some new thinking about Syria as well. In June 1988, for example, Rabin had
clearly said that Syria was not a partner for peace; but in late 1991 he referred positively to the
Syrians’ consistent adherence to the 1974 disengagement agreement, saying that Israel could talk



with Damascus, and in the 1992 election campaign he actually said that there was some “limited
room for territorial compromise” on the Golan.21 Nonetheless, the Labor Party platform for the
1992 elections had said “Israel views the Golan as an area of importance to its peace and security
… in any peace agreement and security arrangements with Syria, Israeli security and settlement
presence and control will continue.”22 Rabin’s preference clearly was to deal first with the
Palestinian issue,23 changing this position only a month after his election.

One might explain Rabin’s decision to deal with Syria on the grounds that, as in the case of
Egypt, he saw the strategic threat to Israel of war with a well-armed state, Syria, as distinct from
the non-existential dangers posed by the Palestinians. Additionally, as he was to say later to both
the Americans and the Israeli public, the Syrians had a clear address in the form of a leader
capable of making hard decisions.24 Yet, neither of those factors had been any less relevant
before the elections, when Rabin nonetheless prioritized the Palestinian track. It would appear
that the reason for his decision to move on the Syrian track first may be traced to the Americans.
In late July 1992, Baker once again traveled to Jerusalem, bringing a message from Assad that
the Syrian leader was seriously interested in peace with Israel.25 Baker added that the US was
willing to help in achieving and securing such an agreement. Itamar Rabinovich, the person
whom Rabin chose to conduct the negotiations, reports that Rabin remained nonetheless
skeptical of Assad’s intentions but was willing to explore that track. According to Rabinovich,
Rabin was also impressed by the Americans’ willingness to become involved – especially
because Jerusalem needed to repair the relationship with Washington that had suffered under
Shamir.26

Thus, a further external factor that contributed to the potential for a breakthrough was the
position and role of Washington. The leadership change in the US, and with it the change of
some of the persons dealing with the post-Madrid talks, may not have occasioned a significant
shift for Washington since both the previous and the new president, Clinton, were interested in
pursuing an Arab–Israeli agreement and believed the Syrian track to be more promising. The
thinking in the Clinton administration followed the lines of what they believed to be Rabin’s
preference, on the basis of the strategic threat that Syria – as distinct from the Palestinians –
could pose to Israel. In addition, according to Ross, the US estimate was that Syrian peace with
Israel would create a “circle of peace” enabling the remaining parties, such as Jordan and
Lebanon, to make a similar peace with Israel. It would also weaken and bring pressure on the
Palestine Liberation Organization, influence the Gulf states (among which US ally Saudi Arabia
was now at odds with the PLO due to the organization’s support for Saddam Hussein), and
“insulate Israel from more distant threats from Iraq and Iran.”27 In fact, aside from the brief
period of the Carter administration, Washington had generally favored the Arab states over the
Palestinians when dealing with the conflict, and in this post-Soviet, post-Gulf War period
improved US relations with Syria were still very much on Washington’s agenda for the
stabilization of the region. While the State Department had not yet taken Syria off its list of states
supporting terrorism (because of the continued presence of various groups in Damascus), the
PLO was on the list as a terrorist organization itself and something of anathema to American
lawmakers and public.

Domestic Israeli factors were also important to the possibility of a breakthrough. With regard



to Israeli public opinion, it could be argued, and it may have become Rabin’s position at some
point, that it would be easier for the government to give up the Golan than the West Bank – and
to remove the settlements there. The ideological–religious factor did not apply to the Golan, and
the settlers there were from circles close to the labor movement and the left, possibly willing to
evacuate for the sake of peace. Yet, it was public opinion, and especially among these same
Labor-associated Golan settlers, that constituted a major concern for Rabin. He felt a particular
commitment to the Golan settlers, who might feel that he had betrayed them. Indeed, many did
and joined right-wing activists (in part from West Bank settlements) using the term “traitor” in
demonstrations organized once Rabin spoke of talks with Syria and the possibility of some
settlement evacuation.28 With regard to the general public, opinion polls in June 1992 (before
the elections) indicated some 71 percent opposed to giving back any part of the Golan, 22
percent willing to give back some, 7 percent willing to give back all.29 After Rabin spoke of the
various conditions he would demand in exchange for possible territorial concessions on the
Golan, a September 1992 poll found that if the option of returning a small part were presented,
only 49 percent of the public opposed returning any part while 33 percent were willing to return
a small part.30 Still, only 6 percent were willing to return all of the Golan when polled in
September 1992. Within the Labor Party itself, there were probably more supporters of retaining
the Golan than favoring compromise, at least among Rabin’s camp. In the longstanding internal
rivalry within the Labor Party, Rabin’s camp was, in fact, identified with what was known as the
“activists,” formerly associated with Ahdut Avoda and its kibbutz movement, while the Peres
camp was considered “dovish.” Thus, it was his own camp that Rabin would have to sway,
though he would not have a similar problem with the military, which, as he once told Dennis
Ross, was fully behind him.31 It was partially from Rabin’s camp in Labor that a movement
emerged specifically around the Golan issue, ultimately leaving the Labor Party in 1996 to create
a new, centrist party.32 Thus, opposition from within his own party was to be a crucial barrier
since Rabin’s coalition government had only a two member majority of the Knesset, along with
five (mainly Arab) non-coalition members. And within his coalition, the religious party, Shas,
with its six members of Knesset (MKs) was often relatively hawkish (and, indeed, did bolt the
coalition when the Oslo Accords were signed the following year). Thus, negative public opinion
and potential spoilers were factors that might militate against a breakthrough, possibly even
becoming the determining factor, at least for Rabin, as negotiations with Syria proceeded.

Anticipating the opposition, Rabin’s presentation of his peace plans regarding Syria, in a
speech to a special session of the Knesset on 9 September 1992 before leaving for Washington,
was very circumspect, emphasizing the exploratory nature of the talks with regard to Syria’s
intentions.33 He was also circumspect with regard to his own intentions. While he had
authorized Rabinovich to open the Washington talks in August with a statement that Resolution
242 in all its parts applied to the Golan, in his Knesset speech Rabin said this resolution had
many interpretations, and he made no commitment to any territorial withdrawal, though he said
that might be what Syria would expect. He even spoke of the possibility of an interim agreement.
But in an effort to neutralize potential spoilers from the Likud, Rabin quoted something Begin
had declared in the 1981 Knesset debate on the bill extending Israeli law to the Golan: “‘From a
political perspective, I [Begin] declare in the presence of every member of the cabinet sitting
here, that at the moment the Syrian president says he is prepared to conduct negotiations with



Israel towards a peace treaty, the negotiations for a peace treaty with Israel will commence at that
exact moment, and no obstacles will stand in our way.’”34

Rabin sought to overcome domestic opposition in two ways. The first was an effort throughout
the entire period of the negotiations to elicit from Syria some kind of confidence-building
measures or gesture, similar, for example, to Sadat’s dramatic visit, that he might use to persuade
the public and opponents in Israel that Damascus was serious. The second was a decision to hold
a referendum in Israel should an agreement with Syria actually be reached. Rabin explained to
President Clinton during a March 1993 trip to Washington that without the first, specifically a
meeting between the two leaders, it was unlikely that peace could be concluded, and that the
second, the referendum, was necessary inasmuch as the Golan issue had not been raised in the
Israeli elections and, therefore, he did not feel that he had a mandate to make a decision on his
own. Both Rabinovich and Uri Sagie (chief of IDF intelligence at the time and present in much
of this negotiation) maintain that Rabin’s concern over public reaction was a major, if not the
major, factor for Rabin regarding the Syrian talks. Sagie would even list this as the cause of the
ultimate failure, though Rabin’s view of leadership was more one of leading than following the
public.35 Rabinovich mentions two other factors holding Rabin back – namely, concern over the
possible trauma of trying to evacuate the settlers who had been living on the Golan for almost 30
years, and the more security-related concern over “the value of a piece of paper” (i.e., a treaty
versus a physical presence on the Golan Heights).36 The latter had particular resonance with
Rabin as a military man; he often referred to the soldiers lost in the battles over these lands and a
sense of responsibility to those who had fallen. As in 1974, this was a psychological factor that
would appear to have played a part in Rabin’s security-related concerns.

However, while all of these concerns may have constituted the factors that could and perhaps
did cause the failure in reaching an agreement with Syria, they reflected to a large degree Rabin’s
deep skepticism and suspicions about Assad’s intentions. Israel’s academic experts agreed that
Assad was interested now in a settlement; intelligence circles knew that at least as early as 1991
Assad had informed his own party that this was a strategic decision for peace; and even political
rival Peres (who preferred the Palestinian track) believed this to be the case, worried only about
the territorial price that Israel would have to pay.37 Rabin, however, still viewed the talks as
merely exploratory – seeking proof of Assad’s intentions. Thus, once again, mistrust lay at the
center of Israel’s considerations, presumably confirmed by Assad’s general refusal either to
make a public gesture38 or to directly spell out what he meant by peace, at least in terms that
Rabin judged as sufficient.

These suspicions were apparent a number of times in Rabin’s responses to Syrian positions
(conveyed publicly or via the Americans) during the years of negotiations. As these talks have
been assiduously chronicled by Ross39 and Rabinovich, we shall deal with only highlights or
turning points that may have been critical, illustrating the major factors at play.

From the beginning, the Rabin authorized talks in August 1992, hedging on the territorial
issue, together with an effort to gain clear indications of Syria’s intentions, had, in fact, already
become the major elements of Israel’s approach and the mainstay of virtually all subsequent
meetings. Syria demanded a commitment to full withdrawal from the Golan; Israel demanded to
know just what kind of peace Damascus would provide. In Rabin’s terms, as stated in November



1992, “the depth of the withdrawal will reflect the depth of the peace.”40 Syria responded with
the demand for “total withdrawal for total peace,” altered in April 1993 to “full withdrawal for
full peace.” Related issues such as timing (phases, overall period), along with security
arrangements were to be negotiated; but these too basically depended upon the territory that
would be involved, and the nature of the peace. Israel was not willing to make such an explicit
withdrawal commitment as a precondition for negotiation; but the issue was not so much a pre-
condition but Rabin’s need for assurances regarding Syria’s intention to make genuine peace –
and not just an agreement on non-belligerency, for example, or linked to resolution of the
Palestinian issue (implied by “total withdrawal”).41

Some progress had been made prior to August 1993. At least Syria’s demand for “total”
withdrawal had become “full”; but Israel was not willing to speak of full withdrawal or provide
any indication of the extent of the withdrawal without knowing if Syria’s interpretation of full
peace meant diplomatic relations, open borders, tourism, trade, and so forth. The context of the
talks had changed somewhat in that the Lebanese-based Hizballah had begun violent actions
against Israel in the north and Israel had responded with an incursion, Operation Accountability,
followed by an American-negotiated cease-fire. While Rabin was concerned that Syria had not
restrained Hizballah, he viewed positively Syria’s cooperation in the achievement of the cease-
fire. In any case, at this time as well as later, Rabin did not allow this theatre of operations to
affect the peace talks, or vice versa, even if he believed that the Hizballah attacks were meant to
pressure Israel. Another development at the same time was the PLO–Israeli negotiations now
underway officially, if still secretly, in Oslo. Both the Americans and Assad believed that Israel
was using these talks as leverage on the Syrian track; it is not clear if this was, in fact, the case.
Later, Israeli–Jordanian peace talks were also viewed by both Syria and the US as an Israeli
pressure tactic, which they may have been, although peace with Jordan was a logical by-product
of the progress ultimately made between Israel and the PLO.42

Mid-summer 1993 was marked by a stalemate in the Israeli talks with Syria (and also,
temporarily, with the PLO), so, therefore, Clinton’s Secretary of State Warren Christopher
reportedly sought a new approach. This demarche has been described by Ross and Rabinovich,
the note takers and only persons present besides Christopher and Rabin. Their versions vary only
slightly but critically. According to Rabinovich, Rabin told Christopher:

… to explore with Assad, on the assumption that his [Rabin’s] demand would be satisfied,
first whether Syria would be willing to sign a peace treaty with Israel without linkage to the
pace of progress with others; second, whether Syria was ready for a real peace including
normalization, diplomatic relations, and the other paraphernalia of real peace; and third
whether Syria was ready to offer elements of peace before the completion of withdrawal.
Rabin explained to Christopher that he saw the whole process completed in five years and
that, given the fact that Israel was asked to give tangibles in return for intangibles [sic] he
wanted tangible proofs of peace before going through a significant withdrawal. What he had
in mind was the Israeli–Egyptian precedent of embassies after the first phase of
withdrawal.43

Rabin raised other issues, particularly regarding security matters, and he insisted that the whole
conversation remain secret. Indeed, according to Ross, Rabin said he would deny the proposal



should it be leaked.44 Ross’s version of what he termed Rabin’s “commitment” was that Rabin
“proposed to have us convey the following: He would be prepared to commit to the United States
that Israel would withdraw fully from the Golan Heights provided Israel’s needs were met and
provided Syria’s agreement was not contingent on any other agreement.” The details, as reported
by Ross, were the same as Rabinovich, with the addition of the idea of the US manning warning
stations in the Golan.45

The discrepancies that were later to become significant issues were, first, how this was to be
conveyed to Assad (i.e., as an Israeli commitment or a hypothetical suggestion); and, second, the
nature of what Rabinovich called an assumption – namely, just what Syrian territorial demand
was being assumed: the international border or the 4 June 1967 lines. With regard to the latter,
no line was, in fact, mentioned, though according to Ross, the Americans were authorized to say
“full withdrawal.” At an earlier Israeli–Syrian bilateral meeting in Washington, the Syrians had
told Rabinovich that if the term “full withdrawal” were unsatisfactory, one might use the 4 June
1967 line, in keeping with Resolution 242; but the Israeli side rejected this inasmuch as Rabin
continued to avoid any specifics on withdrawal. This was to become important later because
there was a difference between the presence of Syrian troops on 4 June 1967 – on the banks of
Lake Kinneret (Sea of Galilee) and the former international border (1923), which was some
meters back from the shore (a difference of approximately 200 square meters). The difference
was the result of the failure of the Israeli–Syrian armistice agreement of 1949 to fully draw a
border, leaving a demilitarized area into which both Syria and Israel had advanced over the
years. Thus, by 4 June 1967, Syria held land west of the international border in the northeast
corner of the lake. The post-1967 war Israeli government decision to return the Golan referred to
the international border, and in the early course of the talks with Syria in 1992 it was suggested
to Rabin that he use the same reference.46 This issue may appear unimportant (indeed, the
Americans did not see what difference a few meters would make);47 but this was to become the
major point of contention when talks resumed in later years since Israel opposed Syrian access to
the waters of the Kinneret.

The Syrians’ specific reference to the 4 June line as the meaning of their demand for full
withdrawal was stated officially at the end of April 1994 – and caught the Americans by surprise
inasmuch as they did not realize the difference. Rabin was said to have responded angrily (to
Ross) that “full withdrawal” had always meant to the international border.48 The Syrians, for
their part, were subsequently to claim that the 4 June line had been their understanding of
Rabin’s proposal for “full withdrawal.”49 They had good reason to believe this, according to
Ross, for when Christopher conveyed Rabin’s proposal in August 1993, Assad asked him if
Israel had any claim on [Syrian] territory, to which the US Secretary of State answered “No, the
Prime Minister spoke only of full withdrawal.”50 And almost a year later, in July 1994,
Christopher’s conversation with Assad was as follows:
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Christopher: I have just come from Israel and I can tell you that at the end of the day and as part of a
package in which Israel’s needs would have to be met, the United States understands
that your needs would be met, and that therefore the meaning of full withdrawal, in
these circumstances, would be to June 4, 1967. This only has meaning if you come to
an agreement on everything. If you don’t come to an agreement on everything, it has
no meaning. In any case, this is in our pocket, not yours. It is our understanding, and
you will not hear it from them until their needs are met.

Assad: That is clear.51

Here, then, is the other variation in the two chief negotiators’ accounts. The Americans called
Rabin’s “hypothetical” a “pocket proposal” and believed Rabin to be committed to it. The bone
of contention between Rabin and Washington was to focus on just what the Americans had been
authorized to convey to Assad and how. According to Sagie, Rabin had emphasized to
Christopher that his proposal was a deposit to the Americans and was not to be presented to the
Syrians without Rabin’s explicit consent (neither Rabinovich nor Ross mention such a
condition).52 Rabin did later claim that Christopher had conveyed too much, explaining to his
own people that this was one of the perils of going through a third party, for the context of the
proposal could get lost – in this case, the condition that Rabin had made repeatedly clear that the
withdrawal part could only come if Israel’s needs were met regarding the nature of the peace.
The package, Rabin claimed, was eroded instead of being kept as a deposit, containing the end-
game, until a deal was achieved.53 Yet still more to the point, Rabin resented both Syrian and
American efforts to get him to reaffirm what they called his “commitment” of August 1993. He
viewed this as Syrian avoidance of the second part of the matter – namely, the nature of the
peace, and an Assad ploy to get Washington to gain Israeli withdrawal without giving anything
in return.54 Indeed, according to Ross, Rabin later made it clear that he believed he had made a



mistake in what he had “committed” to them about the Golan in August 1993.55
There is no suggestion here of the same kind of mistrust of the Americans that was apparent

with Golda Meir or the disdain for them expressed by Menachem Begin. Rabin wanted to work
closely with Washington, viewing America as an essential Israeli ally. Yet, according to Uri
Sagie, Rabin did feel that Christopher had betrayed his trust by delivering the “deposit” to the
Syrians before receiving a similar deposit from Assad. At the least, Rabin was clearly frustrated
over what he termed Christopher’s mediation (rather than facilitation), negotiating on behalf of
Israel instead of overcoming Assad’s resistance to a direct channel with Israel.56

Contributing to the frustration, on the part of the Americans as well the Israelis, were the
distinct and significant differences of interpretations between Jerusalem and Washington not
only over the “pocket/hypothetical” deposit, but also over what actually was being accomplished
in the negotiations. With regard to the August 1993 proposal, the more immediate divergence in
the Israeli and US understanding was over Assad’s response. “Very important,” is the way Assad
characterized the proposal as conveyed to him first by Ross and then by Christopher,
commenting to the US Secretary of State that he, Assad, understood that Rabin was referring to
full withdrawal.57 In this connection, he proposed a period of six months rather than Rabin’s
five years for the withdrawal, and asserted that security arrangements be based on mutual (i.e.,
Syrian) interests as well. Water, too, would be an issue of mutual interest. As to what Syria
would provide (the nature of the peace), Assad preferred the term “normal relations” rather than
“normalization,” and he said that while he could not mandate trade, he would not block such
contacts. More critically, perhaps, he agreed to the Israeli demand that the agreement with Syria
not be conditioned on peace agreements with others, though he said that he hoped there would be
progress between Israel and the Palestinians.

Believing that Assad had accepted Rabin’s basic equation, the Americans viewed this
exchange as “an historic breakthrough.”58 Rabin did not. While, according to Ross, the Israeli
prime minister did not seem to be troubled by the qualifiers (normal relations rather than
normalization, trade), he was disappointed in what he saw as a merely minimal response without
a demonstrated readiness to move swiftly to a peace agreement.59 Rabinovich explains that
Rabin had expected some bargaining, but he viewed Assad’s list of topics – and refusal to offer
some public gesture – as the opening of a long drawn-out process that would work against
Israel’s interests. The Israeli concern was that American endorsement of Assad’s demands would
lead to pressure that would chip away at Israel’s initial positions.60

This reaction suggests more mistrust of the Americans than of the Syrians, born perhaps of the
concern that since the US had greater leverage over Israel than over any Arab leader,
Washington would press where it had a chance of succeeding. Assad might have interpreted the
relationships in just the opposite manner, calculating that US–Israeli friendship would work in
favor, not against, Israeli positions; but these were indeed matters of perception. What is more
certain is that Rabin was disappointed with Assad’s response and decided to pursue the Oslo
channel. This may have been a tactical decision rather than a conclusion that Assad was not
genuinely interested in peace. In August 1993 a breakthrough was imminent on the Oslo-
Palestinian track; it provided something concrete with which to go to the Israeli public. Assad’s
response indicated that the Syrian track was going to be long and drawn out. In fact, there were
Israeli observers who believed that Assad was not particularly pressed to gain return of the Golan



but was engaging in the talks solely to improve relations with Washington.61 Rabin may have
shared this view; but, in any case, he did not believe that Assad’s response had provided
sufficiently promising content that could be presented to the public (or the Golan settlers and
their supporters in his own party). Rabin told Martin Indyk that “Assad did not give a clear
answer but we got a clear answer from Arafat,” so, Rabin told Indyk, he went with the cheaper
deal in the short run even though the other track would have provided greater strategic benefits
over time.62 Moreover, the Palestinian deal might press the Syrians not to remain odd man out
(i.e., work as leverage). But Rabin also said that he could not work on both tracks at the same
time and the Palestinian deal would be easier to sell to the Israeli public since it was merely
autonomy and in stages, while the only Syrian option Assad might agree to would be nothing
less than giving up the whole Golan.63 Therefore, while talks were to continue secretly with
Syria, the beginning of the Oslo Accords prompted an Israeli request in October 1993 for a four
month suspension of the Syrian track.

Rabin justified (to Ross) a reluctance to move on Syria (and reaffirm the August commitment)
given his even weaker coalition in the Knesset since Shas had bolted after the Oslo signing,
leaving Rabin with a minority government of only 56 seats.64 But the claim that he was too
weak politically to move on two tracks at once was somewhat disingenuous inasmuch as he had
already begun – and was continuing – peace negotiations with Jordan both before and after the
Oslo signing in September 1993, albeit secretly. Rabin could and did maintain to the Americans
that the talks with Jordan could serve as pressure on the Syrians.65 Nonetheless, he was
concerned about the public opinion factor regarding still another accord right after Oslo;
according to Rabinovich, Rabin preferred to let the Israeli public digest Oslo before moving with
Syria.66

A similar difference of interpretations between Israel and the United States regarding the
possibilities for an agreement occurred when Clinton held a meeting with Assad in Geneva,
January 1994. Syria had agreed to Rabin’s requested four-month break but reportedly was
becoming suspicious of Israel’s motives for negotiations with Syria (i.e., were these talks
intended simply to bring pressure on the Palestinians?). According to Ross, it was to allay these
fears in hopes of resuming negotiations that Clinton decided on the Geneva meeting, while Israel
looked upon the summit as an opportunity for the US to secure something public and concrete
from Assad regarding peace with Israel.67 In return, Rabin was prepared to issue statements to
the effect that Israel had no claim to the Golan and that the 1981 Golan law did not constitute
annexation of the Golan.68 In Geneva, the Americans once again felt that there had been a
breakthrough. Assad came with a full retinue of experts, and, according to the Americans, he
provided in a joint written statement with Clinton a commitment to “normal, peaceful relations”
as part of a “strategic choice” for peace with Israel.69 At the closing Clinton–Assad press
conference, the US president said that Assad had stated “clearly that it is time to end the conflict
with Israel, make peace with Israel, that the peace should lead to normal and peaceful
relations.”70 Asked if Assad’s agreement to normal relations meant full diplomatic relations,
trade and tourism, Clinton responded affirmatively. Assad was then himself asked: “Are you
clearly stating unequivocally today that in exchange for full Israeli withdrawal from the Golan
Heights, Syria would be prepared to establish normal diplomatic relations with Israel, including



open borders, including tourism, the same kind of peace treaty that Israel established with
Egypt?”71 Assad responded with the comment: “Myself and President Clinton completely
agreed on these issues, the requirements of peace. We will respond to these requirements.”72

The Americans were elated by the meeting, both because of a delinking of a Syrian–Israeli
agreement from an Israeli–Palestinian agreement and, more importantly because of Assad’s
written commitment to normal, peaceful relations with Israel.73 Yet, again, Rabin had quite a
different interpretation. He dismissed Assad’s comments on normal relations as nothing new74
and suggested that the delinking of the Palestinian issue was a Syrian attempt to influence the
Israeli–Jordanian talks.75 Rabinovich explained that Assad had been vague – for example,
referring to normal, peaceful relations in the context of the region rather than specifically with
Israel – while the nature of peace was added only at the end by Clinton or in response to
journalists’ questions. Rabin’s disappointment was particularly keen, perhaps because he had
hoped this public appearance by Assad would produce the assurances he needed to convince the
Israeli public, and it was his belief that this had not occurred. Israeli media had already
responded negatively to what they heard in Geneva (though they may have been predisposed to
be negative inasmuch as Israeli journalists were not permitted to pose questions at the press
conference). Though Rabin did not see much point in continued talks with Syria – he told the
Americans he would give priority to the Jordanians – he did try to temper opponents in Israel by
having Ross appear on television with a positive message and also by announcing in the Knesset
that should any agreement be reached, he would hold a referendum. The latter, designed to
placate domestic opponents, was perceived by both Syria and the Americans as the creation of a
new obstacle.

The months following the Clinton–Assad Geneva meeting saw little progress. Israel’s
skepticism regarding Syrian intentions, along with concern over the way in which the US was
conducting the talks, was stronger than ever. Israeli negotiations with Jordan and Oslo-related
matters tended to upstage the Syrian track. While Syria, as later reported, viewed the July 1994
clarification brought by Christopher regarding the 4 June 1967 line as a finalization of the
withdrawal issue (and therefore opening the way to discussions on the remaining issues),76
Rabin did not see it that way. Israel continued to demand a phased withdrawal (without
specifying lines), each stage of which was to be matched by some element of peace. For Rabin,
this was not a technical matter but a need to test the other side in the course of
implementation.77 While some narrowing of differences had been reached regarding the overall
time for Israeli withdrawal (Syria was now willing to speak of 16 months), attention in the last
months of 1994 was focused on the security issues. However, this was perhaps the one area in
which Israeli mistrust was greatest. Various components of a security agreement, such as
demilitarization, thinning of troops, and especially early warning stations were critical to the
Israeli concept of peace, or, rather, the lack of confidence in peace. For all that Rabin was willing
now to speak of peace (to the Knesset) as a component of security, he still defined security in
primarily military terms. Positing a continued attitude of enmity on the part of the partner to the
peace agreement, one needed to be able to prevent a surprise attack (as explained by then Chief
of Staff Ehud Barak to the Americans)78 or be prepared for a lesser violation of a treaty. In the
latter case, an agreement would therefore have to be designed to allow for what one Israeli



military expert explained was the Israel Defense Forces’ (IDF’s) “trip wire doctrine” of
immediate military retaliation for any breach of an agreement by the other side.79 Whether this
was an appropriate doctrine or not, it was a clear reflection of the deep-seated mistrust of the
intentions of the other side – and even the possibility of sustained peace. Thus, with Syria, as in
the case with Jordan in 1967, Egypt in 1973 and 1975, and later with the Palestinians, a critical
question (though not the only one) was whether what might be perceived as sensible precautions
would be allowed to stand in the way of achieving an agreement altogether.

The security discussions were part of negotiations on what was later called a “non-paper” on
Aims and Principles of the Security Arrangements. According to Syrian negotiator Ambassador
Walid Mouallem, this was initially produced by the third party, the Americans, but it became the
basis for four months of difficult Israeli–Syrian security talks.80 These negotiations, with
American participation, came to an abrupt halt in July 1995 when Assad retreated from a
previously agreed procedural matter connected with an impasse over Israel’s demand for early-
warning stations on the Golan. Eventually there were plans to resume talks in November; but the
“non-paper” and disruption of talks were connected not only with Syrian reservations, but also
with a domestic Israeli factor that may have been critical.

By the summer of 1995, opposition within the Labor Party had reached the breaking point,
with two Labor MKs threatening to leave the party just as the second Oslo agreement (the
Interim Agreement) was about to come to a vote in the Knesset – for which these MKs would be
sorely needed. Moreover, the “Golan lobby” in the Knesset (which included Labor MKs)
renewed an earlier effort to gain legislation that would require a special majority of 70 or 80
members of the Knesset to repeal the 1981 law that had extended Israeli law to the Golan. There
was also a proposal in the Knesset that the referendum promised by Rabin require a 65 percent
majority for approval of any deal with Syria.81 Both were intended to tie Rabin’s hands in
negotiations with Syria. Moreover, the intensified popular campaign against withdrawal from the
Golan was assisted by perceived Syrian complicity or at least support for Hizballah attacks
against northern Israel communities and the IDF in southern Lebanon.82 This was accompanied
by nasty and violent settler/right-wing demonstrations against the Oslo Accords, often focused
specifically on Rabin and fueled by the frequent terrorist attacks by Hamas and the Islamic
Jihad.83 This negative public atmosphere had been further aggravated in June by a leak to the
press of an IDF document containing information on the “non-paper,” which, opposition leader
Netanyahu claimed, attested to Israeli agreement to full withdrawal from the Golan.

The ranks of potential spoilers were broadened by the addition of a campaign in the diaspora.
As in 1975, this was conducted by organizations and individuals in the Jewish diaspora in the US
who shared the Israeli right-wing opposition to Israeli compromises for peace. Whereas in 1975
it was the Rabin government that urged (or organized) the diaspora campaign in order to reduce
US pressure during Washington’s “reassessment,” this time it was Rabin’s Israeli opponents who
spearheaded (or, at the very least, assisted) the US diaspora campaign. Focusing on the
possibility that American forces might serve as peacekeepers of an eventual agreement on the
Golan, an American lobby, press, and letter writing campaign was begun in early 1994 basically
opposing the negotiations ostensibly because they would lead to such a deployment (and loss of
American lives). Shamir’s former aide and negotiator with Syria post-Madrid, Yosef Ben
Aharon, along with Yoram Ettinger, who had formerly worked as congressional liaison in



Israel’s Washington embassy, traveled to the US to assist the campaign. The effort in the US
may have had more of an effect on Assad than it did on Rabin since a major Syrian interest in the
talks was to achieve improved relations with Washington, something clearly not assisted by the
campaign.

For Rabin, however, the diaspora campaign was but part of the overall difficulties he
perceived with regard to winning popular and political support for an agreement, should he
ultimately be able to achieve one. There may also have been opponents within the IDF, for the
document leaked to the press was actually a somewhat critical internal assessment prepared by
the intelligence unit with regard to various proposals raised in the course of the “non-paper”
talks. However, there are no indications that there was significant opposition within the Israeli
military; Rabin’s concern was clearly related to the opposition in the political and also the public
sphere. Given the confluence of the various opposition efforts – within the Labor Party, in the
Knesset, on the streets – also with regard to the Oslo Accords and the expected Interim
Agreement, Rabin was not, as Rabinovich put it, “willing to go out of his way in order to
overcome a crisis for which he held Assad solely responsible.”84

It is impossible to know if or how this crisis would have been overcome if Rabin had not been
assassinated just days before talks were to resume. There is no way of knowing if the security
factor, specifically the issue of early warning stations, would have prevented agreement. The
possibility of US peacekeepers might have become an acceptable substitute for both countries,
provided the diaspora lobby of the US Congress could be defeated. The actual extent or line of
the Israeli withdrawal – namely, the 4 June 1967 line – was a major but not the only obstacle
preventing agreement. Rabin preferred the international line, but he knew that no agreement
could be reached without this full withdrawal. He did, however, become increasingly reluctant to
concede this as his skepticism over Assad’s intentions grew. His skepticism and suspicions
undoubtedly influenced his perception of what Assad was or was not conceding, as evidenced by
the difference in the Israeli and American analyses at various times, which also resulted in the
decline in Rabin’s trust of the Americans’ role. Whether this skepticism would have been
overcome in time is a moot point. Whether it was, in fact, justified is almost impossible to
determine. But however much Rabin’s estimates of Assad were influenced by his skepticism and
lack of trust, or perhaps justified, he did not believe that he had – or perhaps could achieve –
enough from Assad with regard to Israel’s needs, be they security or political (the nature of the
peace) in order to overcome the combination of political spoilers and popular opinion he faced
domestically.

Assad was no less a skeptic than Rabin. American accounts clearly indicate that the Syrian
leader saw deception and deviousness on the Israel side when Rabin refused to confirm or put in
writing the “commitment”/”pocket”/”hypothetical,” when he ignored the Clinton–Assad Geneva
summit achievements, and when he suddenly announced that any agreement would be subject to
a referendum. Similarly, Assad tended to believe that Israel was merely using the talks as a way
of dissipating Syrian opposition to Oslo or as leverage on the Palestinians. His friend Patrick
Seale thus went so far as to call the whole period of negotiations with Rabin a “ruse.”85

It would appear that Rabin’s successor, Shimon Peres, encountered similar skepticism from
Assad, though he himself appears to have been far less suspicious of Assad than Rabin had been.
If Rabin’s approach to realization of peace was to begin with mistrust, along with a need to move
slowly and reciprocally both to test and to build trust while creating a security arrangements



“safety-net,”86 just in case, so to speak, Peres’s approach was quite different. It was not that
Peres was less concerned with security; indeed, the military negotiators were to press for various
safeguards no less than they had under Rabin. Nevertheless, Peres was particularly interested in
the Americans playing an even greater role than previously (by means of an American–Israeli
treaty and an American-led regional security arrangement), which might have relieved some of
the purely military security concerns. The key to the difference between Peres and Rabin,
however, was a different concept of security, specifically Peres’s belief in the benefits of
economic development and the efficacy of economic ties, creating mutual interests and an
interdependency binding the states (and the region) together.87 For Peres, then, there was no
need for a gradual trust-building approach; on the contrary, while there would still be a need for
a timeline of mutual steps in the final agreement, the idea would be a swift move to peace and
cooperation (including economic cooperation on the Golan), which would neutralize potential
spoilers and conquer public opinion. Although Peres did not have Rabin’s stature and military
credentials in the eyes of the public, he had the benefit of both the shock of the assassination and
the mantle of Rabin’s legacy to aid him with public opinion. Thus, given the difference between
their approaches, the leadership change from Rabin to Peres could have been a factor facilitating
a breakthrough. That a breakthrough did not, in fact, result may have been due to a number of
counter-veiling factors.

Peres presented his government on 22 November 1995, but he nonetheless faced a key
decision regarding the elections scheduled for October 1996. There was a good deal of pressure
within the Labor Party to move the elections up, to the spring if not earlier. In considering the
options, Peres considered waiting until October if he could obtain a dramatic gesture, such as a
summit with Assad, and reach elections with a Syrian accord in hand. His plan also included
American security backing (treaty, regional plan, which the Americans repulsed) along with the
promise that the Syrian accord would be endorsed regionally, thereby constituting an opening to
comprehensive peace. Opposed to the 4 June line, Peres used the formula of borders “on the
basis of UNSC resolutions 242 and 338.” While Ross claims that Peres did reaffirm Rabin’s
“pocket” commitment explicitly to the 4 June line, Peres’s chief negotiator, Uri Savir,
maintained that the exact line was to be decided only after the nature of the peace had been
agreed.88

Like Rabin before him, Peres sought first to gauge Assad’s willingness to make an agreement,
and like Rabin before him, he was less impressed than the Americans with Assad’s immediate
response, particularly since Assad turned down the idea of a summit. A positive sign was the
Syrians’ agreement to a new framework for negotiations, proposed by the Americans as a series
of Camp David-type tripartite meetings, albeit not at the summit level, at the Wye Plantation near
Washington. The Israelis brought a significantly broadened negotiating team to what were
ultimately two and a half two-week sessions dealing with all of the issues, in plenary and smaller
meetings. For Peres, these talks would determine if a deal could be made quickly or, if not, to
move up the elections.89 Although Ross was to claim that more was accomplished in the first
week of the Wye meetings than in the preceding four years of talks, it is not clear that the
Israelis, or at least Peres, saw it this way. Indeed, the Peres team was deeply divided on this.90 It
was later claimed by Mouallem (and indirectly confirmed by Savir) that he, and Ross, and Savir
believed that they would have all the elements of an agreement worked out by June 1996, ready



for signing by September 1996.91 Yet, Peres decided nonetheless to move up the elections. The
content of the Wye talks suggests that Peres simply came to the conclusion that an agreement
would not, in fact, be achieved that quickly. In the talks, the Syrians indeed balked at the very
numerous specific proposals Israel presented in the economic sphere, along with the usual
security issues. They were willing to commit only to the earlier general Israeli demand for
tourism and trade, arguing that anything more specific would have to wait until there were
actually peaceful relations between the two countries. Thus, it would appear that now, under
Peres, the Israelis were moving too fast for Assad, and this with regard to the very issues that
constituted the critical core of Peres’s peace plan. Indeed, Mouallem himself said this when he
later explained why Syria could not accept the economic proposals made by the Israelis at
Wye.92

Peres did make one more effort to continue before publicly announcing his early elections
decision. He was willing to wait if Assad would agree to a summit, but Assad once again
refused.93 The last minute bid for a public gesture, sufficient for Peres to wait on elections,
suggests another factor at play. No less than Rabin, Peres was faced with continued domestic
opposition to the talks with Syria. While the campaign for keeping the Golan (as well as the anti-
Oslo hysteria) had quieted down a bit in the wake of the Rabin assassination, public opinion
regarding support for compromise with Syria had, nonetheless, dropped. Never high, support for
full withdrawal was 31.6 percent in December and fell to 24.2 percent in January, with
opposition to any territorial compromise on the Golan up from 30.7 percent in December to 41
percent in January, accompanied by a decline in popular support for Peres as a leader.94
Moreover, Peres had to face challengers as well as opponents within his own party as pressure
for early elections grew. Cognizant of the link between Peres’s preference to go to elections with
some Syrian achievement to show and the decision on the timing of elections, there were many
who believed that the only way Labor could win with Peres at its head would be if the party
could take advantage of the upswing of support that had come in reaction to the assassination.
This support would not last long. It was presumably in order to push for early elections, if not out
of opposition to an accord with Syria, that a number of prominent Labor Party leaders, among
them Ehud Barak, who was now Peres’s foreign minister, publicly belittled the possibility of
reaching any agreement with Syria (implying, therefore, that elections could be held earlier),
issuing statements that not only disturbed the Syrians but also contributed to the general
opposition to leaving the Golan.95 Savir has argued that these unhelpful comments may simply
have been the customary “hawkishness” adopted with upcoming party primaries in mind.

The decision to move up the elections may well have been critical. Much the way Rabin’s
announcement of the need for a referendum was viewed by Assad as a sign that Israel was
retreating from an accord with Syria, the Peres decision to hold early elections was also viewed
by Assad as a sign of reduced importance to Israel of an agreement, especially since the election
period would preclude any offer of Israeli concessions or, as Mouallem put it, produce too much
uncertainty for any progress to be made.96 Indeed, as noted above, this may have already been
apparent in what were to become increasingly harsh pre-election pronouncements (such as
refusal to give up the Golan or return to the 4 June borders) in response to opposition
accusations. In any case, circumstances not directly connected with Syrian positions led to a halt
in the negotiations. After a series of deadly Palestinian terrorist attacks late February to early



March 1996, Peres suspended the talks (it did not help that Syria refrained from condemning the
attacks97), and then Hizballah (believed by Jerusalem to have been encouraged by Syria98)
escalated attacks in the north, leading to Peres’s ill-fated military action in south Lebanon in
April. With these failures and no Syrian agreement to show as a major achievement, Peres lost
the election, albeit by only a very narrow margin, to Binyamin Netanyahu, who ran on the slogan
that a strong leader was needed to defend Israelis.

Rabinovich’s conclusion from the whole period of talks with Syria from 1992 to 1996 was that
“at no time were the two countries on the verge of a breakthrough.”99 Ross contradicts this,
asserting, rather, that an agreement would have been reached in 1996 if Peres had been elected in
May (which he would have been, according to Ross, if not for the terrorist attacks).100 It was,
however, subsequently claimed (reportedly by Uri Savir) that ultimately Peres simply did not
believe that he could get the necessary support for a withdrawal from the Golan, given both
political opposition and public opinion.101 In terms of challengers, it may have been the
demands of the IDF that could not be overcome.102 By comparison, Rabin was better prepared
than Peres to counter security arguments, from military circles or the public. For Rabin, the
security arrangements and signs of “proof” of Syrian intentions – both in the negotiations and in
actual implementation of an agreement – were sought in order to waylay or compensate for his
own suspicions about the reliability or durability of an agreement, as well as to placate Israeli
public opinion. Peres too believed that security arrangements could help in placating opponents
to relinquishing the Golan, as would a Syrian gesture such as a summit with Assad. In addition,
given his own past political failures, Peres, according to Savir, did not believe that he could
overcome the domestic obstacles, especially public opinion, prior to a mandate as the elected
prime minister. However, a significant difference between Rabin and Peres, beyond the security
credentials and stature of the former, was the matter of skepticism and therefore testing – in the
negotiating process and within the final accord – given the absence of trust. For Peres, trust was
not the issue; he appears to have believed that Assad would make peace and, most importantly,
that economic interests would ensure its reliability.

An additional factor believed at least by some to have contributed to the failure may have been
the reluctance of the United States to play a more forceful or forthcoming role. Savir has argued,
much like Rabin himself, that the American mediation role was not the best way in which the
Americans could have promoted an agreement. Rather, according to Savir, they should have
responded to Israeli security needs in the form of the bilateral treaty and regional security plan
that Peres requested. Savir concluded that Clinton was reluctant to do so because of expected
Congressional opposition, much the way the stationing of American troops as peacekeepers on
the Golan was the subject of (diaspora-encouraged) Congressional opposition.103 Ross’s
explanation was more diplomatic: in an election year in America, proposals requiring “massive
amounts of foreign aid” would not be welcome.104 However, Washington also refused to
remove Syria from the list of states supporting terrorism; nor was it forthcoming with regard to
other Syrian requests. Inasmuch as one of the main, if not the main, motivating factors behind
Assad’s move toward peace with Israel was his interest in improved relations with the US,
American recalcitrance may have played a significant role in the failure, at least up until the
Israeli elections brought the process to its final demise.



It is impossible to determine which factor or even combination of factors was responsible for
the failure or provided possibly insurmountable obstacles. The list might include the negotiating
style of Rabin (too cautious) or of Peres (too fast), Israeli demands themselves (security demands
under Rabin, economy-related demands under Peres); domestic political problems (weak
coalition and the breakaway Labor ministers for Rabin; the early election issue for Peres);
leadership qualities (lack of status, particularly security credentials in the case of Peres); public
opinion (public attachment to the Golan; the massive campaign – in the diaspora as well –
against withdrawal from the Golan); the absence of trust, actual mistrust, in the case of Rabin,
including misperceptions; as well as American missteps: the nature of American mediation
(particularly as viewed by Rabin) and unwillingness to meet the demands of either or both sides
(particularly with regard to Peres as well as to Assad) that might have greased the wheels of an
agreement. Finally, there is also the opponent, Assad, with his own mistrust, reluctance to
provide public gestures, and refusal to concede either the security or economy-related demands
of Israel. Events unrelated directly to the negotiations brought the talks to a halt – namely,
Israeli–Hizballah confrontation and the Palestinian terrorist attacks within Israel well before the
May 1996 elections. Clearly, for Israel, many of these factors were connected or mutually
reinforcing; basic mistrust, public opinion, and spoilers were all part of the same picture and led
to stiff Israeli bargaining positions in the demands made to Assad, designed to ensure
“acceptance” of Israel while preparing for just the opposite.

The change in Israeli leadership with the May 1996 elections significantly altered the political
situation in Israel, bringing to power a party that had explicitly ruled out withdrawal from the
Golan and a coalition agreement that reiterated this out of ideological opposition to the principle
of “land for peace.” However, after election, Netanyahu announced that he was willing to resume
talks (albeit with no preconditions – i.e., rejecting the Syrian demand to begin where Rabin and
Peres had left off). He even obtained a letter from Christopher to the effect that the only
agreements reached earlier were, first, the security “non-paper,” which was not binding; and,
second, oral exchanges, which were even less binding. However, Netanyahu’s foreign minister,
David Levy, said the basis for talks with Syria would be UNSC Resolution 242, thereby
implying some willingness for territorial compromise.105 And in February 1997 Netanyahu
asked the Americans to try to initiate new talks. Without confirmation of what was now termed
the “Rabin pocket,” however, Assad was unwilling to engage in official talks, although
Netanyahu reportedly continued to seek such official negotiations.106 Secret, indirect talks were,
nonetheless, conducted through emissaries such as European Union representative Miguel
Moritanos and, more fruitfully, American businessman and former ambassador Ron Lauder. The
fact that Netanyahu sought both open and secret channels suggests that he did hope to reach an
agreement with Syria, and evidence that emerged only after Netanyahu was out of office – and
denied by him – indicates that he was, in fact, contemplating withdrawal from the Golan,
ideological reservations notwithstanding.

In the course of five weeks of meetings in the summer of 1998, Lauder and Assad forged two
(successive) drafts of a “Treaty of Peace Between Israel and Syria,”107 one of which was
reported to the White House by Lauder only in August 1999 upon Clinton’s request, and only
later, in November 1999, the second draft (though both drafts were found by incoming Prime
Minister Barak’s staff in the Israeli Prime Minister’s Office in August).108 The first draft, from



25 August 1998, contained withdrawal to the international border; the second draft, 12
September 1998, was somewhat different and had withdrawal to the 4 June 1967 line.109 The
talks had ended with this, however, since Netanyahu refused to translate the agreement onto
maps. His reason was that doing so would prevent deniability – and, indeed, he did later deny
that he had made any agreement to withdraw from the Golan and that Lauder had gone beyond
his authority. Nonetheless, 14 years later he boasted in a radio interview that he had obtained
Syrian agreement for Israel to keep the Hermon.110 The 12 September 1998 Lauder document
mentions only French–American early warning stations on the Hermon; but Netanyahu’s
reference may have been to a more modest achievement, that of possible Syrian agreement to
limited Israeli personnel participation (a concession that had been discussed in the Rabin talks
and later referred to by Barak as having been in the Lauder document).111 Nonetheless, the
comment was an implied admission that Netanyahu had agreed to give up the Golan, and
according to the Lauder document and the Syrians, this was to have been to the 4 June 1967 line.

Like the earlier Likud leader Menachem Begin, Netanyahu was apparently willing to forgo
ideology, which included settlements, when it came to territory less charged with emotional–
religious–ideological meaning than the West Bank. The latter, linked as it was to the identity-
threatening Palestinian issue, was Netanyahu’s major concern when he took office and sought to
shelve the Oslo Accords. Netanyahu may have viewed an agreement with Syria as a major
diplomatic achievement, a feather in his cap, that would overshadow whatever minor
dissatisfaction there might be in some quarters – domestic or international – to the derailing of
the Palestinian track.112 In fact, it was strong American pressure regarding the Palestinian issue
that ultimately – or ostensibly – led to his abandonment of the Syrian track shortly after his
refusal to draw maps. According to one account, Netanyahu reportedly felt that he did not have
sufficient “political cover” to finalize the agreement once he had made significant promises to
the Americans in October to resume some of the Oslo demands (promises that ultimately he did
not fully keep).113 He was, indeed, subject to opposition within his own party and from the
right-wing camp over these concessions on the Palestinian issue, and he could not be certain that
he would be able to overcome still more opposition. In addition, he still had “spoilers” in his own
party, most notably from his defense minister, Itzhak Mordecai, and Ariel Sharon on the Golan
issue.114 While he might have been better able than Rabin or Peres to handle potential spoilers
regarding the Golan – since he could garner support from the opposition parties (much the way
Begin had overcome opponents within his own party by gaining the votes of the opposition
parties), popular sentiment was still against giving up the Golan. A typical poll for the period
showed only 9.7 percent “great support” for peace with Syria in exchange for withdrawal from
the Golan, 15.9 percent “somewhat support,” but a full 40 percent “greatly opposed” and 14.1
percent “somewhat opposed.”115 Thus, it would appear that domestic factors, mainly public and
political opinion, were the major factors for the renewed failure to achieve a breakthrough with
Syria; but it is not clear if the same matter of mistrust was at play as it was in Rabin’s attempts.
The scanty information available on the Lauder–Assad talks suggests that Netanyahu was less
suspicious and therefore less concerned about the security and peace arrangements.
Alternatively, it may have been the case that sufficient progress had already been made by the
Rabin and Peres rounds as to leave little left for negotiation; indeed, Lauder was hardly qualified



to deal with the fine points of security. In fact, the second draft (12 September 1998) simply
called for adoption of the Rabin era Aims and Principles of Security Arrangements. Therefore, if
the “treaty” provided by Lauder was, in fact, accepted by both sides, as claimed by Lauder, the
factor behind the failure to consummate a breakthrough may well have been Netanyahu’s
reluctance to deal with both the pressure for concessions on the one (Palestinian) track while
making concessions on the other (Syrian) track or, rather, an unwillingness to engage in the
necessary political battle at home. According to this analysis, the American factor would have to
be taken into account indirectly, for it was American pressure that led to the Oslo-related Wye
Agreement that placed Netanyahu in the double bind. Of course, the double bind may simply
have been an excuse; Netanyahu may have balked, like Rabin, at presenting a map simply
because he was not willing to go through with the deal. For Rabin, this was due to his suspicions
that Assad would not, in the end, provide the necessary quid pro quo which was deemed
necessary in itself as well as for the domestic battle. There is no evidence that Netanyahu had the
same reservations. He wanted deniability, not leverage, since apparently he had not yet decided if
he would go through with the deal or not, depending upon his estimate of the political cost.

The next change of Israeli leadership promised the elusive breakthrough. Barak was elected
with a solid majority and had pledged to take Israel out of Lebanon within a year – a task
believed to be dependent upon reaching an agreement with Syria. With this kind of domestic
support and viewed quite positively regionally as well as in Washington as someone who could
continue where Rabin had left off, Barak signaled his interest in official talks with the Syrians.
Secret lower-level talks began outside the region, and although Assad once again rejected a
meeting with an Israeli prime minister, he did agree finally to high-level official talks between
his foreign minister, Farouk Shara, and Barak. These talks took place briefly in Washington on
15–16 December 1999 and then in Shepherdstown in early January 2000.

As in the previous negotiations, Assad insisted talks begin where they had left off with Rabin;
he sought reaffirmation of what was still called the “Rabin pocket.” Although initially Barak had
told the Americans (July 1999) that while he would not confirm the “pocket,” he said that it was
more a question of timing (in negotiations) rather than content. According to Ross, Barak did not
feel pressed to agree to the 4 June 1967 line since he believed Lauder’s (first) claim that Assad
had agreed to the 1923 international border.116 Therefore, Barak was willing only to have the
US say that the 4 June 1967 line should “guide” the talks. The lower level talks in the fall
(between Sagie, Ross, and Syrian representative Daoudi) adhered to this and much time was
spent scouring maps in search of the actual position of the Syrians on that date.117 When in
November Lauder corrected his earlier claim, Barak’s reaction was not entirely clear. Ross
maintains that Barak still did not accept the “pocket,” while others, most notably Dani Yatom,
chief of Barak’s diplomacy-security staff (and staunch defender), say that Barak now felt he
could accept the 4 June position since Netanyahu had gone that far, though Barak was not
prepared to have this conveyed to the Syrians yet.118 Thus, the Syrians were under the
impression that Barak, unwilling to reconfirm the “pocket,” was actually retreating from past
positions, including Netanyahu’s.119

When the negotiations began in December between Barak and Shara with Clinton, Shara cited
a litany of past commitments as conveyed to Assad by Christopher, defining “full withdrawal” as
the 4 June 1967 lines. In response, Barak said: “While my government has made no commitment



in advance [on territory, in Ross’s version], we don’t erase history [the past].”120 This remark
was understood by Clinton as well as the Syrians to mean that Barak had agreed; it remained
only to delineate this line on a map.121 Yet, during the break before the January resumption of
negotiations, Barak added various demands (among them Syrian agreement for simultaneous
discussions between Israel and Lebanon, an upgrade of relations between Israel and Tunisia,
announcement of a free-trade zone for the Golan, along with requests for additional US military
aid to compensate for leaving the Golan, and other demands122), and two weeks later, upon
arriving for the January Shepherdstown talks, Barak told Indyk that he “can’t do it.”123
Although he authorized the Americans to provide Syria with a statement in writing that it was
“the President’s understanding that Barak did not intend to withdraw the ‘Rabin deposit’,”124 he
specifically rejected the 4 June 1967 line. Among other things, he sought a strip of land (for a
road) amounting to roughly 500 meters on the northeast shore of the Kinneret and around the
source of the Jordan River, as well as a presence in the early warning station on the Hermon.
This apparent retreat regarding the 4 June 1967 line (and continued insistence on simultaneous
talks with Lebanon) precipitated hostile recriminations from Shara and a scheduled recess that, in
fact, became terminal.

Before this occurred, the Americans had presented a “draft treaty” with each side’s positions
listed, unsettled issues placed in brackets, as a basis for the negotiations. Ultimately, it was this
document that led to the end of the direct talks, for it was leaked to the Israeli press,
embarrassing the Syrians who, as evidenced in the draft, had made concessions without getting
Israeli agreement to full withdrawal.125 Indeed, according to the Americans, the Syrians had
demonstrated much flexibility in the talks even as they continued to demand a commitment and
demarcation of the 4 June 1967 line. Feeling betrayed – and humiliated – Assad toughened his
position on the Lebanon issue and Syrian media became decidedly hostile.

In view of, or despite, the Shepherdstown failure, the Americans tried to persuade Barak to
offer some flexibility so that negotiations might nonetheless resume, but Barak remained firm,
particularly on his Lebanon demand. However, Barak needed agreement with Syria in order to
fulfill his promise to withdraw Israeli forces from Lebanon – a move that could not be expected
to provide security for Israel’s northern border in the future without Syria’s compliance. For this
reason, Barak was willing to provide the Americans with his “bottom” line in Washington’s
preparation for one final effort: a second Clinton–Assad summit in Geneva on March 2000.126
This last attempt failed over what Assad interpreted as Israel’s continued refusal to commit to
full withdrawal. Indeed, Barak was still unwilling to have Clinton convey Israeli agreement to
the 4 June 1967 line (he continued to insist on a strip of land on the shore, now to be 400 rather
than 500 meters) and a presence on the Hermon; but, according to Ross, he authorized Clinton to
say that he, Barak, “‘based on a commonly agreed border’ was prepared to withdraw to the June
4 line as part of a peace agreement.”127 Assad seized on the ambiguity of the “commonly agreed
border” and rejected any further attempt by the Americans to persuade him that this was
tantamount to Israeli agreement regarding the 4 June line. It did not help that the next point
Clinton presented, according to Ross, was Barak’s assertion of Israeli sovereignty over the
Kinneret and the Jordan River, explicitly ruling out a border line that touched either of them.
Assad proclaimed that Barak was not interested in peace, and after two hours the futile talks



came to a close. Two and a half months later, Assad died (shortly after Israel unilaterally
withdrew from Lebanon).

There is little agreement as to exactly what went wrong in the Geneva meeting. One version,
from a Syrian diplomat of that time, was that Assad – ill as he was – went to the summit in
expectation that Barak was going to make the deal (via Clinton) and therefore despaired almost
immediately.128 Indeed, Assad was very ill and appeared to lose all interest in pursuing
solutions once he dismissed the very first point that Clinton raised on behalf of Barak, though
subsequent points suggested that Assad had not, in fact, misinterpreted Barak’s first point. Yet it
was also the case that Clinton himself was not in his best form since he was on his way home
from a trip to the Far East, sleep deprived, and suffering from stomach upset from something he
had eaten along the way.

Whatever happened at Geneva, the overall verdict not only espoused by Clinton himself but
also by most of those involved in the four months of talks under Barak, including and especially
Barak’s chief negotiator Uri Sagie, was that Barak – not Assad – was the main obstacle to a
breakthrough in the Israeli–Syrian talks. Assad of the Rabin and Peres period was not the same
as the Assad of the Barak period. By 1999, Assad was quite ill, indeed terminally ill, and anxious
to conclude a deal for the return of the Golan that would assist in fortifying the future regime of
his son and heir, Bashar Assad. Both his willingness to raise the level of the talks and to move
quickly attested to this. Further, prospects appeared to be good given the election of a new
leader, Barak, in Israel. Indeed, Assad’s new approach was met with similar enthusiasm and
interest on the part of Barak as he sought a deal with Syria that would allow him to take Israel
out of Lebanon within a year. Moreover, Barak was similar to Rabin in his military appreciation
of the importance of Syria as an “existential threat” to Israel’s security, and also in his preference
for dealing with a stable address – namely, a state and a decisive leader – both as distinct from
the Palestinians. He also shared Rabin’s view that there was a window of opportunity, which, in
Barak’s eyes had to be exploited while Assad was still alive and before Iraq and/or Iran became
nuclear powers.129

Yet it was the difference between Rabin and Barak that was a major factor in the failure of
Barak’s negotiations with Syria. In contrast to Rabin’s slow, deliberate approach, Barak moved
abruptly and assertively, with a hefty, ostentatious sense of his own abilities. Sagie writes that
Barak had once said: “‘Give me Assad for a couple of weeks and when I am done with him he
will be as Zionist as Herzl.’”130 This may be apocryphal, but Yatom too refers to Barak’s belief
that he could hammer out an agreement quickly. According to Sagie, and against Sagie’s advice
to use subordinates for preparatory steps, Barak accepted Yatom’s estimate that by going
himself, directly, to the high level talks, he could get an agreement in “two or three weeks.”131
Even after the Shepherdstown failure, Barak sought additional channels to Assad and even told
the Americans that he could now win a landslide in a referendum, suggesting that he still thought
he could bring Assad to agree to his demands. Certainly Sagie attributes the failure at least in
part to Barak’s arrogance and cavalier approach to negotiations. He described Barak as cold and
volatile.132 The Americans involved also referred to the problem of Barak’s personality,
observing that he refused to take advice (theirs) or engage in more subtle tactics where
appropriate. This behavior on the part of Barak was not due to mistrust of the Americans – as
was the case with Golda Meir, for example, or even Rabin and Peres, who were concerned that



the Americans might be prone to give away too much or press Israel too much. Rather, according
to Ross, it was Barak’s conviction that he knew better how to handle things and preferred that the
Americans serve as Israel’s “surrogate” at Shepherdstown as well as after.133 In retrospect,
Clinton said of his view of Barak after Shepherdstown: “I was, to put it mildly, disappointed. If
Barak had dealt with the Syrians before or if he had given us some advance notice, it might have
been manageable …. As hard as I tried I couldn’t change Barak’s mind.”134

Also as distinct from Rabin, it was not a matter of concern that Assad would not be
sufficiently forthcoming on security matters of importance to Israel. So long as there was
monitoring, Barak claimed his major concern was keeping the Syrians away from the water
sources.135 The rest, he said according to Ross, would work itself out.136 This would suggest
that unlike Rabin, mistrust of the enemy even in circumstances of peace was not a strong factor
at least with regard to security measures.137 Conceivably this was due to the Syrians having
scrupulously maintained and regularly renewed the disengagement agreement on the Golan since
1974. While Barak argued that he did not want the Syrians to have control of water sources to
the Kinneret, his territorial demand for enough land for a road that would permit Israelis to travel
entirely around the Lake, including the northeastern corner, suggests that he was more worried
about how he might present the final accord at home. This factor was evident in the fact that he
did acknowledge to the Americans that he was willing ultimately to return to the 4 June line
because, according to one source, he believed he would be “covered” by the fact that Netanyahu
had agreed to this line via Lauder.138 The suggestion here, and clearly the impression received
by the Americans, was that the major factor for Barak was, indeed, domestic public and political
opinion. Clinton and Ross both write that Barak’s anxiety began to be apparent shortly before the
December meeting with Shara, when Barak raised additional demands.139 The demands
themselves were of a nature to render a concession on the Golan more palatable to an Israeli
audience – for example, not only withdrawal from Lebanon (which Barak wanted for its own
sake) but also elevation of relations with Tunisia, announcements of a planned free-trade zone on
the Golan and of additional military acquisitions from the US. In fact, Clinton attributes what he
viewed as Barak’s retreat to a single factor: the polls.140 Yatom mentions this factor a number
of times as the reason Barak raised the demand for Lebanon talks, or diplomatic relations with
Arab states, or increased US military aid, to soften public opinion for the referendum that would
be held if agreement were reached. Both Indyk and Yatom speak of Barak’s acute concern lest
leaks from the talks, particularly regarding an Israeli concession, impede public support; indeed,
Yatom notes this as a reason for Barak’s refusal to discuss the border before all other issues at
Shepherdstown.141 Uri Sagie, too, saw Barak’s concern over domestic opinion and political
climate as the major, though not the only, factor causing the failure. Barak as much as said this
when he told Indyk, upon arrival for the Shepherdstown talks: “I can’t do it because my
circumstances have changed. Politically, my hands are tied.”142

The changed circumstances were the growing strength of the political spoilers and popular
campaign against any move from the Golan. These were reflected not only in demonstrations of
increasing numbers in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, but also within the government coalition and the
Knesset. Prior to the opening of talks in December, and continuing into January, two of Labor’s
coalition partners, the National Religious Party (NRP) and the Russian immigrant party Israel



b’Aliyah, threatened to bolt the government if a land for peace deal were made with Syria. If
they were to do so, Barak’s comfortable majority coalition of 68 would be reduced to a minority
government of 59 MKs. There was even some question that the 17 member ultra-orthodox
religious party Shas, at the time more moderate than the NRP, was wavering in its support of
Barak because of economic issues linked to its constituency. Even closer allies, such as the
leader of the center party, Shinui, and various well-known Labor supporters expressed
reservations. The 13 December 1999 Knesset vote for renewal of the talks with Syria provided
little encouragement, for although 47 MKs voted in favor and only 31 against, two of the latter
were from coalition parties and some 24 MKs abstained. Moreover, this vote was accompanied
by a large demonstration of Golan supporters outside the Knesset. It is no wonder that the
Americans were to notice signs of doubt when Barak arrived in Washington the next day. The
Third Way group (active during the Rabin period) and leaders of the Golan settlers organized
appeals (including a letter to Syrian President Assad), and opinion polls were published
frequently for months, some indicating strong opposition, others a close tie. As in the Rabin
period, strong elements of the Jewish diaspora in the United States campaigned and lobbied
against an agreement. Beginning with Barak’s election and continuing all the way into the
spring, right-wing American Jewish leaders were once again fortified by visits and messages
from Israelis such as Yoram Ettinger. Instead of the earlier argument about American soldiers
being dispatched if there were an agreement (a topic that was not prominent in the Barak period),
the diaspora campaign focused on Syria as a terror-supporting state not to be trusted, likening
Assad to Saddam Hussein.143

While the official Israel lobby, AIPAC, supported the government’s policy and lobbied
strongly for the military package Barak was seeking to sweeten a withdrawal from the Golan,
Barak took a number of steps to placate potential spoilers at home. He held meetings with Golan
settlers, and Barak supporters organized a counter-campaign highlighting Golan settlers willing
to leave in exchange for peace. Barak also acceded to Shas demands, providing most of the
party’s requests for the 2000 budget, eliminating at least this threat to his coalition.144 In his
December Knesset speech, Barak appealed both to the Lebanon issue – given public interest in
Israeli withdrawal from Lebanon – and to Israel’s relations with the United States (which was
portrayed as most interested in Israeli–Syrian peace), along with Israel’s standing in the world,
all as incentives. In what was presented as reassurance that he had made no commitments nor
agreed to preconditions, he used a phrase he was to repeat in the Washington talks that,
nonetheless, “we have not erased the past – neither Madrid nor the substance of the contacts and
talks with Rabin, Peres, or even Netanyahu.”145 Thus, while many MKs may not have been
privy to the Lauder documents and therefore may not have understood the reference, Barak
invoked legitimacy from Netanyahu for withdrawal to the 4 June line. Barak also promised a
referendum on any agreement reached with the Syrians, but this brought even greater pressure on
him when the Likud introduced a referendum bill (supported by three coalition parties, Shas,
NRP, and Israel b’Aliyah) to require a majority of all registered voters, rather than a majority of
those voting in the referendum. The proposal, not accepted in the end, was designed to minimize
the influence of Israeli Arab voters (in fact, one version of the bill called for a referendum of
Jewish citizens only).

The differences of opinion with Barak’s own coalition were also reflected in the negotiating
team itself. Elyakim Rubinstein, the legal advisor in the Shepherdstown team, discussed with



Barak his (Rubinstein’s) opposition to withdrawal from the Golan; but he offered and most likely
indeed provided unbiased legal assistance. However, Sagie maintains that both Rubinstein and
Moshe Kohanovski (a Defense Ministry legal advisor) went over his head and tried to persuade
Barak to use the 1923 rather than the 1967 line as a guide for the border. It is possible that such
differences – in substance, not tactics – within the negotiating team was a factor in the ultimate
failure. Barak himself offered the possibility that someone in the Israeli team was responsible for
the 13 January leak of the draft treaty possibly in order to torpedo the talks. But he also
theorized, on the contrary, that someone sought to demonstrate that Israel was not compromising,
rendering the leak something of a “trial balloon” designed to strengthen public support.146

Yatom believes it to have been the former; Sagie believes it was the latter.147 Indeed, Akiva
Eldar, the reporter to whom the leak was conveyed, has revealed that the leak came from, and
was even confirmed slightly later by, the same source in the Prime Minister’s Office while he,
Eldar, waited in vain for Barak to call him to tell him not to publish.148 This explanation of the
leak would indeed substantiate the conclusion that domestic opinion – which Barak sought to test
in this way, was a major factor.

This could be linked to another factor, as asserted by Sagie, namely a failure of leadership on
the part of Barak. Given these domestic obstacles of problematic public opinion and serious
political “spoilers,” leadership qualities, such as the courage to stand by commitments and take
decisive action to overcome obstacles, were lacking. Sagie claims that Barak saw the opinion
polls, “got cold feet” and made an about-face.149 Yet Barak was not known to be indecisive but,
rather, calculating if impulsive; he presumably calculated that he could not overcome the
domestic obstacles in the face of a referendum. Clinton, however, attributed this to Barak’s
relatively short time in politics and a lack of understanding of the fickleness of public opinion
when it comes to foreign policy.150 But the personality trait, of refusing to accept advice, played
a role in this as well.

Absence of understanding of the other side may have played a role in the failure. For example,
as in the past, the Syrians did not appreciate the Israeli concern over public opinion, necessitating
confidence-building measures, public diplomacy, or gestures on the part of Syria. The absence of
Syrian understanding of this psychological factor among Israelis, crucial in Barak’s eyes, was
particularly apparent in the refusal of Shara to shake hands with Barak at their December
meeting in Washington. On the Israeli side, while Barak (like Rabin) appeared to understand that
Assad could not accept anything less than the total withdrawal Israel had accorded the Egyptians,
he did not sufficiently appreciate the importance of land – to the last inch – for the Syrians.
Barak did not believe that his demand for a strip of land on the shore was asking for much, and
he expressed something akin to surprise that such a small demand could make such a
difference.151 Sagie would add that the two leaders had different concepts of peace, with Barak
viewing peace as an end in itself, but Assad seeing it merely as a quiet border.152 Thus, there
may well have been misunderstandings in the course of the talks, despite the fact that the Israeli
delegation had received expert guidance on cultural as well as political influences on Syrian
behavior. There were also personality clashes within the Israeli team, even animosity,
particularly between Sagie and Yatom regarding negotiating strategies and tactics. With each
claiming that the other did not have Barak’s full confidence, these differences may explain what



could be viewed (as, indeed, it was by the Americans) as indecisive or erratic negotiating
behavior on Barak’s part – accepting but then retreating on issues, raising more demands, and the
like.

Finally, Indyk maintains that Barak’s concerns over public and political opposition
notwithstanding, a contributing factor was the absence of stronger intervention by Clinton.153
He agrees with Clinton, Sagie, and others that Barak missed a genuine opportunity to reach
agreement at the Shepherdstown talks, primarily because of concern over opposition at home.154
However, Indyk believes that Clinton could have tried to change Barak’s mind by means other
than his eloquent efforts at persuasion. There were no suggestions or even hints at a reduction of
US aid to Israel or a reduction of other types of support. Alternatively, Clinton could have helped
with Israeli public opinion by offering the supply of new weapons systems, more intelligence
sharing, or even a defense alliance (such as that sought by Peres). Clinton employed neither
carrot nor stick. More importantly, according to Indyk, the Americans failed to grasp that
Shepherdstown was the moment Assad was willing to make peace; there was unlikely to be
another opportunity. In fact, the leak led to a backlash in Syria, and the ailing Assad shifted all
that was left to him in time and energy in order to hold the regime together for the transition to
his son.

But even when what may have been an opportunity did arise – namely, the Geneva meeting –
Clinton did not, in Indyk’s view, propose any creative suggestions (e.g., with regard to the issue
of the land around the northeast corner of the Kinneret). Yet, as always with the case of
hindsight, one may only speculate as to how effective any of these actions by the Americans
might have been.

It may be difficult to draw unambiguous conclusions regarding Rabin and Peres’s negotiations
with the Syrians; many factors, including some from the Syrian side, would seem to account for
the failures. In the Barak case, the conclusion of virtually all the participants in the process from
the summer of 1999 to the spring of 2000 is that all factors taken into account, the most
important would appear to have been Barak’s reluctance at the critical moment to try to cope
with domestic political and public opposition. While this would attest to the power of public
opinion, it may also amount to what Barak’s chief negotiator Uri Sagie has called a failure of
leadership.155 For Rabin it was mistrust and skepticism. One might look for entirely different
underlying factors for each leader, possibly even economic or simply power-driven interests in
holding onto the Golan; yet there is no evidence of these, neither from the negotiations
themselves nor from those involved, including the critics.
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5 Jordan Again: Failures and Breakthrough

While Israel’s positions as put forth in the 1968 Alon Plan seemed to preclude any realistic effort
for a peace agreement between Jordan and Israel, contacts and even direct talks continued for
many years. Cooperation, particularly with regard to matters connected with the population in
the West Bank (e.g., continued use of the dinar, Israel’s open bridges policy for movement of
people and goods), worked so well that the relationship came to be termed one of “intimate
enemies” enjoying “de facto peace.”1 This “functional cooperation” (as it was called) was even
capped by strategic measures when Israel mobilized forces and flew air sorties in response to
King Hussein’s request (via the Americans) for assistance against the Syrian invasion of his
country during the 1970 civil war with the Palestine Liberation Organization in Jordan. The two
states could even be said to have a mutual, or at least similar, interest in weakening the PLO and
preventing the creation of a Palestinian state on the West Bank.

“Disengagement” 1974
Though not a party to the 1973 Yom Kippur War (Jordan had sent a symbolic unit to the
Syrians2), Jordan nevertheless sought participation in the post-war negotiations that focused on
disengagement of forces agreements. Both before and after the basically ceremonial Geneva
Conference of 1973, the Jordanians proposed a limited agreement in the border area along the
Jordan River (Jordan Rift Valley) and Jericho. There were a number of versions of what became
known as the “Jericho Plan,” the basic idea being to return the town of Jericho to Jordan plus a
possible withdrawal of Israeli forces (and settlements) from the Jordan Rift Valley. In secret
direct talks in Israel, late January 1974, and again in March, the King proposed an Israeli
withdrawal of 10 kilometers but promised that Jordanian forces would not move into the Rift
Valley. Prime Minister Golda Meir rejected withdrawal in favor of providing Jordan a corridor
from Jericho to the border. For King Hussein, withdrawal from the valley was a step toward an
eventual return to the 4 June 1967 lines rather than what he feared was an Israeli bid to
implement the Alon Plan.3

Meir’s position was, indeed, continued adherence to the Alon Plan and rejection of a return to
the 4 June 1967 lines. There had been no change in either Israel’s position in the intervening
years, nor in Meir’s conviction that the Arabs were not willing to make peace with Israel. At this
time, however, there were also additional factors that made the likelihood of a breakthrough with
Jordan most unlikely. Meir was faced with demonstrations of popular protest linked to the Yom
Kippur War, and the efforts to form a new coalition after the December 1973 elections were
meeting with difficulties. In fact, the effort to include the National Religious Party (NRP) in the
new coalition certainly militated against any territorial compromise on the West Bank. Even
within the party (the Labor Alignment created between the Labor Party and Mapam in 1968)
there had been controversy whether or not to specify the Jordan River in the party platform as



Israel’s border (sought by Yigal Alon) or only as Israel’s “security border” (Dayan) or stating
nothing at all about the border (Abba Eban).4 Therefore, the 1973 platform only declared
opposition to the creation of a Palestinian state west of Jordan,5 and inclusion of a general
pronouncement that Israel would not return to the 4 June 1967 lines. The latter, however, was a
sine qua non for King Hussein.

Shortly after the failure of her talks with King Hussein on the Jericho Plan, Meir resigned her
government, and it was some months before Rabin created a new coalition. In presenting his
government to the Knesset on 3 June 1974, Rabin spoke of a pursuit of a peace agreement with
Jordan “founded on the existence of two independent states: Israel with united Jerusalem as its
capital, and an Arab state to the east of Israel. In the neighboring Jordanian–Palestinian state, the
independent identity of the Palestinian and Jordanian Arabs can find expression in peace and
good-neighborliness with Israel. Israel rejects the establishment of a further separate Arab State
west of the Jordan.”6 Inasmuch as Rabin was hoping to get the NRP into the coalition, he
adopted Meir’s commitment to bring any decision “on concessions involving parts of Judea and
Samaria” to the public in the form of new elections.7 Distinguishing between the new
negotiations with Egypt, and also Meir’s talks with King Hussein, Rabin’s government clarified
a month later that the talks with Jordan would not be for a partial agreement (such as a separation
of forces) but for a full peace agreement.8

Direct talks did, in fact, take place, secretly, including at least three meetings between Rabin
and King Hussein, on various proposals similar to those discussed with Meir, and with the same
results. Basically, Hussein offered a peace agreement on the 4 June 1967 lines, beginning with
partial moves (Jericho Plan); Israel remained firm in its refusal to agree to an ultimate return to
those lines. At one point Israel (apparently Peres) suggested that Jordan and Israel share
responsibility for the administration of the West Bank and Gaza (civil administration under
Jordan; security under Israel) or even joint sovereignty as a permanent arrangement.9 This set of
talks ended with the Arab League decision at its October 1974 meeting in Rabat to recognize the
PLO as “the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian people.” There was one more
Rabin–Hussein meeting after that on 28 May 1975; but the King, believing that a partial deal
with Israel would have forestalled the Rabat decision, told the Israelis (angrily) that they would
now have to deal with the PLO.10 This did not, however, preclude continued contact on other
matters and at lower levels. Nor did it mark any change in Jordan’s claim to, or involvement in,
the West Bank. That was to come much later in 1988.

Although Rabin introduced his government as one that would seek peace agreements with
Israel’s neighbors, many of the same factors that had prevailed against an agreement with Jordan
in 1967 remained operative in 1974 – specifically, and most importantly, the conviction on the
part of the government, including Rabin, that the territory (Jordan Rift Valley) was vital to
Israel’s security as distinct from peace with Jordan. As in the past, the reasoning was that the
peace could not be depended upon with regard to future attack, most notably from a third army
(Iraqi or Syrian) crossing the Jordan River. This was spelled out in the Labor Party platform, and
in presenting his government to the Knesset Rabin said: “Israel will not return – even in the
context of a peace treaty – to the 4 June 1967 lines. These lines are not defensible borders, and
they constitute a temptation for aggression against us, as has been in the past.”11 Here was the



element of mistrust, based on past experience if not of the type ingrained in identity or linked to
ideology. Although the general environment was one of somewhat greater trust of Hussein born
of cooperation over the intervening years, Rabin explained to an interviewer that while Jordan
had refrained from opening a Jordanian front in the 1973 war possibly because of its 1970 war
with Syria, those two countries were now moving toward military cooperation which was
worrisome for Israel.12 Thus, while Rabin was willing to consider partial steps in order to “test”
the Jordanians, he was nonetheless mistrustful and, therefore, unwilling to budge from his
rejection of any return to the 4 June lines.13

Other factors that may have impeded a breakthrough in these talks may have been a view of
Hussein as too weak domestically, or too vulnerable to pressures from the Syrians and the
Palestinians, to risk making peace with Israel. Peres (then foreign minister) had earlier described
Hussein “a weak candidate for peace,” and Alon (defense minister) apparently shared this
estimate, though Alon also believed (as in 1967) that the Jordanian leader would ultimately
accept Israel’s conditions in order to survive.14 The varied opinions regarding the King were
indicative of another problem Rabin had to face, that of disagreements within his government.
Obviously once the NRP joined in September, any suggestion of territorial compromise with
Jordan would have been problematic; the coalition might survive without the NRP, but Rabin
does not appear to have been interested in the political risk of a coalition with just a one-seat
majority. Thus, the potential spoiler factor (the NRP) at least contributed to the failure of the
effort, particularly since the NRP was backed up by the newly formed settler organization, Gush
Emunim.15 The group led a vociferous campaign against even a hint that the government might
consider territorial concessions in the West Bank.

Additionally, there were disagreements even within the Labor Alignment, with the more left-
wing component, Mapam, favoring compromise (though not necessarily with regard to Jordan as
distinct from the Palestinians), and people like Alon firmly opposed anything but the limited
Jericho Plan, even if the cost were no agreement with Jordan at all.16 Heated debates had taken
place over the 1973 platform, which though accepted by the party, was nonetheless considered
too “dovish” by many members. Indeed, the party was now badly divided between “hawks” and
“doves,” going beyond (and sometimes crossing) the longstanding factional split that predated
the 1967 war. Further, the fierce competition between Peres and Rabin was becoming apparent,
with Peres taking a hawkish position on the West Bank and challenging Rabin (and Alon) on the
possibilities of peace with Jordan. Rabin himself did not yet have a strong political base in the
party; he had beaten Peres for the leading position by less than 50 votes when Meir resigned and
was challenged by Alon as well.

The admired Six-Day War Chief of Staff Rabin was yet to prove his political abilities, and he
was not helped by the political battles and rivalries within his own party. As we have seen, his
leadership was an important factor for the progress made on the Egyptian track, but when it came
to the more difficult issue of the territories demanded by Jordan, Rabin was said to have failed as
a leader. One observer, albeit a clear opponent of Rabin in the Labor Party internal feuds,
claimed to quote Kissinger telling his aides (after a visit to the region) that “‘This team is
incapable of doing anything. We are racking our brains to find some formula, and there sits a
prime minister shivering in fear every time I mention the word Jordan. It is a lost cause.’”17

Some of this apparent “fear” may have been connected also with Rabin’s awareness of the



general atmosphere among the Israeli public. The loss of confidence in the Labor government of
Golda Meir spilled over onto Rabin, affecting his stature even though he had not been a party to
the trauma of the war.18 Moreover, public opinion was still strongly in favor of the status quo in
the West Bank.19 Rabin’s attitude toward public opinion, however, was that it was incumbent
upon the leadership to persuade the public of the advisability of its policies.20 Nonetheless, he
may not have relished a public debate on the issues involved – not only of the West Bank but
also Jerusalem – nor elections, were he to accept Hussein’s proposals. Thus, even if he had been
inclined to make the concessions demanded by Hussein, domestic political and public opinion
might have been impeding factors.

Kissinger apparently did have little regard for Rabin’s leadership abilities at the time, even
allowing for the problem of Rabin’s narrow parliamentary majority. Speaking of the need for
Israel to “realistically [face] up to the necessary step-by-step compromises essential for progress
to a settlement,” Kissinger told the US president in mid-October 1974: “I hope Rabin is the
leader to do this, but I must candidly tell you I doubt it ….”21 This appraisal did not, however,
prevent Kissinger from employing strong pressure on the Israeli leader when Washington
deemed it expedient later, in the negotiations with Egypt. In the Jordanian talks of 1974–1975, it
may be the case that beyond the domestic political factors, this outside player, the United States,
did play at least an indirect a role in the failure. Although the Americans were perceived by the
Israeli media, and possibly even by the government, to be pressing for an agreement with Jordan,
Washington’s position was, in fact, ambiguous.22 Kissinger was promoting not only a
breakthrough with Jordan but also a second (disengagement) agreement with Egypt, and for most
of the summer he expressed no preference between the two. It had been the Americans who had
initiated the talks with Hussein when Kissinger traveled to Jordan in January 1974, immediately
after the signing of the first Israeli–Egyptian disengagement agreement. It was Kissinger who
brought Golda Meir the proposal from Jordan, and the Americans do appear to have been sincere
in encouraging an agreement. Yet, it was also the Americans who initiated the second set of talks
with Egypt as part of their strategic interest in advancing the budding US relationship with Sadat
– at the expense of the Soviets. American ambivalence – or failure, in fact, to press Israel to
reach agreement with Jordan – may have contributed to the Rabat decision to favor the PLO over
Jordan. Kissinger himself admitted that he did not press for a breakthrough with Jordan and
misjudged both his influence with and the attitudes of the Arab states prior to Rabat.23
Expressing his interpretation, Rabin suggested in a September interview that the US preferred the
Egyptian track.24 And in his 14 October report on his talks in Israel, prior to Rabat, Kissinger
implied that it was he who had persuaded Israel (in a three-hour talk with Rabin and his cabinet)
to open talks with Egypt, leaving Jordan for later. Yet, Kissinger blamed Israel for the failure of
the talks with Jordan. In March 1975, when the Israeli–Jordanian efforts proved fruitless,
Kissinger criticized Israel for intransigence (which he somewhat misrepresented by exaggerating
the offers made by Jordan), thereby holding Israel indirectly responsible for the Rabat decision
favoring the PLO (over Jordan).25 This reprimand, however, was delivered to a meeting with US
Jewish leaders just as Washington had declared its “reassessment” of relations with Israel due to
the impasse in the talks with Egypt, suggesting some disingenuousness on the part of Kissinger.
Nonetheless, Kissinger had blamed the Israelis in his report to President Ford on the Rabat



conference, accusing Israel of offering only “a vague promise [to Jordan and Egypt] to negotiate
the surrender of some relatively minor amounts of territory in exchange for a binding long-term
agreement on non-belligerency. This was impossible for them to accept and survive
politically.”26

The US position, notwithstanding, the possibility of reaching an agreement with Egypt may
have been at least one of the factors in Rabin’s decision to downgrade the Jordanian option, even
before the Rabat meeting. On 10 September Rabin told the Americans that Israel preferred a deal
with Egypt, believing that there was a basis to move forward with Egypt, which did not exist
with Jordan.27 Discussing the rejection of Jordan’s proposal for partial Israeli withdrawal, Rabin
told the Israeli press that he saw “a chance in the Egyptian direction. I see a possibility and a
reason to seek a dialogue with Egypt …”28 and, he added in an earlier (26 July) interview, “the
Arab world has not so far proved itself capable of taking one step towards a settlement with
Israel unless Egypt was leading it.”29 He also implied that withdrawal of some kind could be
made with Egypt, as distinct from Jordan (the West Bank) or Syria (the Golan) because of the
distance from highly populated Israeli areas.30

It is doubtful, however, that the failure to reach a breakthrough with Jordan was due to the
availability of the Egyptian alternative, though the alternative did make it possible to respond to
the Americans’ interest in progress on one front or another, and thus avoid a compromise with
the Jordanians. It might be argued that the absence of actual pressure by the Americans played a
role in the failure, since Rabin did show signs of sensitivity to American pressure. He was
critical of the opposition in Israel for maintaining that one could simply ignore American wishes
and expect the continuation of sorely needed American support (and military aid) – especially if
Israel were perceived as being too rigid “by taking a stance of ‘not one inch’.”31 And, in fact,
American pressure, when it was finally applied, did play a major role in the achievement of the
Interim Agreement with Egypt in 1975.

It is difficult to conclude that negative public opinion was a factor given Rabin’s conviction
that leadership should direct (persuade) rather than follow the public; but his coalition’s very
narrow majority and the divisions within the coalition and even within his party most likely did
play a role. Important as these were, the crucial factor was the element of mistrust which defined
“security” as “territory” rather than a settlement with Jordan. Rabin, like his predecessors (and
most of his successors) was unwilling to pull Israeli forces back from the Jordan Rift Valley
(much less withdraw from East Jerusalem, as would have been required for a full peace
agreement). This was the essential meaning of Israel’s position that it would not return to the 4
June 1967 lines; but Rabin, and most Israeli leaders at the time, could not understand why
something short of those lines would not be acceptable to the Jordanians, at least as a first step.
To them, King Hussein’s insistence on the albeit limited (10 kilometer) withdrawal along the
whole line, tied to a commitment to return the entire West Bank, was a sign that Jordan was not
serious about making peace with Israel – whether because King Hussein was too weak
domestically or within the Arab world, or simply unwilling to accept Israel as a legitimate and
independent neighbor. The view that Jordan was not really willing to make peace was fortified
by the King’s rejection of Israeli offers such as functional cooperation or a condominium
between the two states for the West Bank. Thus, Israel had a perception of its adversary that
bolstered mistrust and further justified the territorial view of security – and refusal to withdraw



even slightly. Was misperception, then, still another factor contributing to the failure? For King
Hussein, Israel’s refusal to move back gradually (as it had with Egypt and partially with Syria in
the troop disengagements) along with the Labor Party’s Alon Plan in the background (and even
being implemented via settlement building), plus the Israeli government’s ambiguous
pronouncements on the Palestinians’ expressing their identity in a neighboring “Jordanian–
Palestinian state,” belied any Israeli interest in reaching peace with Jordan. Jordan, of course, had
other considerations that served as constraints, particularly the need to appear loyal to Arab and
even Palestinian interests while staving off the efforts to bolster the PLO at Jordan’s expense. It
seems most likely, actually, that both sides did want to reach a peace agreement, but Rabin was
correct when he told the Americans that there was no basis to go ahead at this time.

The London Agreement 1987
While there were talks over the years at various levels, there was close to a ten-year hiatus in top-
level meetings, with the exception of one Rabin–Hussein meeting before Rabin’s resignation in
1977 and the subsequent rise of the Likud to power. In 1984 Labor partially returned to power in
a rotation agreement with the Likud. Peres was prime minister for two years with Yitzhak
Shamir as foreign minister, reversing the roles after two years; Rabin was defense minister for
the whole period. Almost immediately upon taking office, Peres sought to reach a peace
agreement with Jordan, meeting King Hussein in London on 19 July 1985. Not only the
leadership in Israel had changed; the regional environment was also in a state of flux: the
Lebanese civil war remained unfinished, Israel had invaded in 1982 and only now (thanks to the
Labor premiership) was withdrawing its troops to a security belt in the south of Lebanon, and the
Iraq–Iran war, begun in 1981, continued. The Lebanese civil war and especially the Israeli
invasion had had a momentous effect on the PLO, leading to a split in the movement and even,
briefly, within the dominant Fatah group, as well as an attempt by Syria to take over the PLO.
An early result of these developments was the convening of the 1984 Palestine National Council
meeting in Amman, signaling a PLO–Jordan rapprochement – and boycotted by the more radical
PLO groups. This was followed by an agreement between Arafat and King Hussein calling for an
international conference and noting Arafat’s acceptance of UN resolutions (though not explicitly
Resolution 242). It was in this atmosphere of PLO moderation that King Hussein tried to
maneuver talks between a joint Jordanian–Palestinian delegation and the US, to be followed by
negotiations in an international conference. This effort was thwarted, according to Shlaim, not
only by Shamir but also by activities of the Jewish diaspora in the US – both due to opposition to
American talks with the PLO.32 By the end of 1985, Hussein’s efforts to assist moderate PLO
contact with Washington fell apart, both because of Arafat’s refusal to provide exactly the
assurances Washington demanded and, more directly, because of a Palestinian terror attack that
killed an elderly American citizen on a cruise ship, the Achille Lauro, in October. The attack led
the US congress to enact into law the understanding that Kissinger had given Israel in the 1975
Interim Agreement, whereby the US would not engage in talks with the PLO unless and until it
accepted Israel’s right to exist and agreed to Resolution 242. In 1985, Congress added the
demand that the PLO also renounce the use of terror.33

For Israel, the failure of the attempt to create an American–PLO dialogue and the rift that
developed between Hussein and Arafat (whom Hussein called “untrustworthy”) seemed to open



a way for talks that might meet with Shamir’s approval.34 Peres resumed secret contacts with the
King, and in March 1986 Rabin met with Hussein in Europe, followed by talks between Peres,
Rabin, and Hussein in Jordan in the summer. They apparently resumed working on the
convening of an international conference – perceived as an umbrella under which Jordan could
negotiate an agreement with Israel. The idea was finally formulated between Hussein and Peres
at a London meeting on 11 April 1987 in a document that came to be called the “London
Agreement.”

This “historic breakthrough,” as Peres’s aide, Yossi Beilin, called it, was due to a number of
factors, including the resumed animosity between Jordan and the PLO, followed by Hussein’s
launching of a five-year plan for development of the West Bank, demonstrating his authority
where the area was concerned. Moreover, the return of Labor Party figures to the government in
Israel provided an opportunity. The modicum of trust that had been created over the years had
not been disrupted since the unsuccessful “disengagement” talks; Hussein had, in fact, been a
helpful go-between during the Lebanon civil war, and even during the talks in 1985 he responded
to a request by Israel to curb PLO personnel living in Jordan by immediately closing the PLO
office.35 That said, Labor was only a partner – to the Likud – in the government, and, moreover,
its own platform in 1984 provided little that might produce a peace agreement with Jordan. It
specified the areas that must remain under Israeli sovereignty in any future peace agreement: the
Jordan Rift Valley,36 including the northwest shore of the Dead Sea; Gush Etzion; Jerusalem
and its surroundings; and also the southern Gaza Strip.

So far as is known, nothing more than the parameters of an international conference were
worked out in the London Agreement, but Hussein did clarify that the “goal is peace, not a
conference.”37 The conference was to seek a comprehensive peace for the area and security for
the states, as well as “respond to the legitimate rights of the Palestinians.” Negotiations would be
held independently in bilateral committees, with Israel negotiating with a Jordanian–Palestinian
delegation with regard to the Palestinian issue. Purely bilateral issues would be discussed
between Israel and Jordan. It was, of course, important for Peres that the document stated that
there would be no imposed solutions, since the conference was to consist of the five permanent
members of the Security Council and the parties to the conflict, invited by the UN secretary
general on the basis of Resolutions 242 and 338, and the renunciation of violence and terror.

While the document would require approval by the Jordanian and Israeli governments, the
proposal was to have the US present it – and assist each side to gain the needed approval. The
problem was that neither Shamir nor the Americans were enthusiastic about the idea. Shamir,
who had known about and authorized the secret meetings, including the last one in London,
rejected the London Agreement out of hand. He told a meeting of the inner cabinet that it was “a
perverse and criminal idea.”38

It is not difficult to identify the factor at play in Shamir’s rejection. He was ideologically
dedicated to the idea of “Greater Israel” and fully opposed to territorial compromise on the West
Bank. The irony of his swift rejection is that even Labor would not have been willing to meet the
conditions necessary for a peace agreement with Jordan at the time. King Hussein had not
changed his demand for full return of the West Bank, even if this were to be in stages (as he had
indicated ten years earlier as well).

Nonetheless, Shamir was not willing to risk a conference with Soviet involvement, believing



that the super powers might try to impose a settlement. He appeared oblivious to the fact that
Soviet policy toward Israel and the conflict had already undergone significant changes since
Gorbachev’s ascension to power in 1985. And he was no more trusting of the Americans than
Meir had been and possibly less confident of Israel’s importance to Washington than Begin had
been. Indeed, American–Israeli relations went through a very difficult period in the early 1980s,
over Israel’s 1982 invasion of Lebanon, producing the “Reagan Plan” that clearly explicitly ruled
out permanent Israeli control of the West Bank. Shamir’s mistrust extended also to the UN,
which he felt might bring the PLO into the meeting – a more realistic concern, perhaps, given the
support for the PLO in the UN. And certainly Shamir did not trust the Jordanians. The Jordanians
have described Shamir’s behavior and that of his entourage as virtual paranoia at a later meeting
that took place at King Hussein’s house in London.39 Shamir’s greatest mistrust, however, was
reserved for Shimon Peres; he believed Peres had made a secret deal with Hussein, which,
according to one source, was how he interpreted the fact that Peres would not give him the
document itself (on the grounds that it was to be an American proposal).40 It was natural enough
to assume that a secret deal had been made, inasmuch as the London Agreement was primarily a
document of procedural arrangements with no more than the usual general declarations for
comprehensive peace. Shamir may have been suspicious by nature, and he may have had reason
to mistrust Peres, but the absence of anything specific regarding the parameters of a peace
agreement, the “end game,” led him to suspect a conspiracy, according to Halevy.41

The London Agreement could go nowhere without Shamir’s approval, for the government
coalition was equally balanced between the Likud and Labor. In the government discussions, the
Likud members stood strongly behind Shamir, and Peres did not have the political power to
defeat them. Moreover, Peres was not willing to precipitate a coalition crisis by resigning over
the issue (as he had reportedly told the Americans he would42), presumably because the Labor
Party was not prepared to fall from power, though according to Peres it was because his
resignation would have required an explanation, thereby violating his promise of secrecy to
Hussein.43

Beyond the problem of government approval, the other player that was to assist in moving the
Agreement along was the United States. However, the Americans were, at best, ambivalent
despite the fact that Peres had discussed it with them and, subsequently, claimed that Washington
had liked the whole idea.44 In fact, the US was not particularly interested in an international
conference at this time. In response to revived talk of an international conference, in the spring of
1987, Reagan provided hazy, inconclusive responses beyond supporting direct negotiations.
Involved in embarrassing Congressional hearings over the Iran–Contra scandal and maneuvering
through rapidly changing relations with Moscow, the US administration was neither focused on
the Israeli–Arab issue nor willing to bring pressure on either side. In May, Reagan had actually
repeated his 1 September 1982 statement that the US would “not support the establishment of an
independent Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, nor will we support annexation or
permanent control by Israel.” US Secretary of State George Schultz, the author of the Reagan
Plan, reacted coolly to the London Agreement, though he told Shamir that he was willing to
come to the area to discuss it. Shamir suggested that he not come, but he did prevail upon the
Americans to help organize a direct meeting with Hussein. Such a meeting did, in fact, take
place, in July 1987 in London, with Shamir suggesting Begin’s Camp David autonomy plan for



Gaza (only). He also agreed to continue talks with Jordan in Washington45 to deal primarily
with practical issues of potential cooperation (in such areas as water, tourism, and so forth), but
Hussein, declined, convinced at that point that nothing could come of talks with Shamir. By the
end of the year the Palestinian Intifada had broken out, and seven months later Hussein
announced Jordan’s disengagement from responsibility for the West Bank in favor of the PLO
(with the exception of Jordan’s administration of the Muslim holy places in Jerusalem). If there
had been an opportunity for a breakthrough with the London Agreement, which, in fact, seems
totally unlikely, the window for Labor’s preferred “Jordanian option” regarding the future of the
West Bank was now closed.

The absence of American interest in pushing for a settlement at a time of intense international
changes may have been a contributing factor to the failure of the London Agreement. However,
the central factors lay within the Israeli leadership: the division of power and the role of
ideology. Peres, who negotiated the agreement, had neither the power to pass it nor the will to
resign over it. And Shamir and his party, in whose hands the decisive power resided, was
dedicated to the ideology of “Greater Israel,” diametrically opposed to territorial compromise on
the West Bank and inclined to the “Jordan is Palestine” idea. The Labor party was not devoid of
similar ideological or at least historic-symbolic considerations to at least part of the West Bank
(Jerusalem, Gush Etzion) that may have weakened Peres’s struggle to push the London
Agreement through the government. Like the Likud, Labor viewed the West Bank as “ours” but
supported relinquishing at least some of it. Still, added to these considerations were Labor’s
unchanged security concerns, part of their ingrained identity-related mistrust of a peace
agreement, even with the somewhat more trustworthy (in their eyes) King Hussein. Together
these were factors likely to have impeded a genuine breakthrough even if the London Agreement
had been seriously considered.

Peace Agreement 1994
By 1994 the regional and global environments had changed drastically, but it took domestic
changes within Israel to translate these into factors for a breakthrough. The critical domestic
factor was the replacement of the Likud–Shamir government by the election of the Labor Party
under the leadership of Rabin. The Intifada, Jordan’s disengagement from the West Bank, the
1988 PLO acceptance of the two-state solution, the first Gulf War, the weakening of the PLO, as
well as the convening of the Madrid Conference and the beginning of bilateral talks, including
Syria, plus the threatened spread of weapons of mass destruction, the emergence of Islamic
radicalism, and the collapse of the Soviet Union accompanied by the emergence of the US as the
sole super power – all of these could have significantly contributed to a breakthrough for peace,
with Jordan as well. They did not do so until the replacement of the Shamir government by
Labor in 1992. As we have seen in the discussion of Rabin’s motivation for opening talks with
the Syrians, all of these factors had led him, and the Labor Party which he now ruled, to seize
what he saw as an opportunity and to open talks with all the parties to the conflict.

While the Labor Party platform of 1992 spoke of negotiations with a Jordanian–Palestinian
delegation, it also implicitly (not explicitly) provided for the possibility of talks with the PLO. In
any case, the platform maintained all the previous specifications of Israeli claims to areas in the
West Bank, whatever and with whomever agreement might be reached. In fact, as we have seen,



Rabin gave priority to the Syrian track, moving to what he envisaged as a less ambitious track,
that of Oslo and the PLO only when the Syrian track seemed less promising. His concept for the
West Bank revolved around an interim autonomy agreement rather than a final accord. Insofar as
Jordan was in the picture, it would be in connection with the autonomy – despite the fact that
Jordan had once again, at the Madrid Conference, declared its readiness to make peace with
Israel.46 Indeed, even after the election of Rabin, the post-Madrid bilateral talks with Jordan47
did not register much progress, although by the end of October 1992 they had reached agreement
on an agenda for eventual peace talks. Israel, however, began to move on the Oslo and Syrian
tracks.

Immediately after the 13 September 1993 Oslo Declaration of Principles (DOP) signing on the
White House lawn, Israeli and Jordanian representatives signed their agreed agenda and a few
weeks later Peres met with Prince Hassan in Washington to discuss economic cooperation. More
importantly, on 26 September Rabin met with Hussein in Aqaba, albeit still secretly (though it
leaked to Israeli and then foreign media). Rabin reassured the King that the Oslo agreement
would not affect Israel’s support for the Hashemite regime in Jordan or lead to disregard for
Jordan’s interests in arrangements that Israel might make with the Palestinians. According to
Indyk, Hussein expressed anger over the Oslo agreement with Arafat and the exclusion of
Jordan, to which Rabin reportedly answered that it was Jordan that had disengaged from the
West Bank, leaving Israel no choice but to deal with the PLO.48 In any case, at this time, the
King was still hesitant about moving quickly to a peace agreement.49 Most of Rabin’s advisors,
particularly those involved in the talks with Syria, had gauged that Hussein would not move until
and unless there were progress on the Syrian (as well as Palestinian) track.50 Indyk thought this
was, indeed, the problem now.51 Alternatively, Hussein may simply have been waiting to see
what would develop with the two-week-old Oslo agreement. He rejected Rabin’s bid to produce
a quick agreement and deal with the technical details only later; instead, he proposed working
carefully on each aspect of their relations and the issues involved. Discouraged by this hesitancy,
Rabin entrusted to deputy Mossad director Ephraim Halevy the task of maintaining contacts with
the King (which Halevy had undertaken in the past), characterizing this as merely a
“maintenance operation.”52 According to Halevy, Rabin had little patience for Hussein at this
point. Moreover, he was reportedly skeptical of Hussein actually going through with an
agreement since he had, according to Rabin, gotten cold feet in the past and changed his mind.53
Yet Shlaim cites Queen Noor to the effect that it was this September 1993 meeting that laid the
foundation for the respect and trust that at least Hussein had regarding Rabin.54

An incident that almost derailed the potential breakthrough occurred as the result of a secret
visit Foreign Minister Peres made to Jordan, at his initiative but accompanied by Halevy at
Rabin’s request.55 In a meeting with the King, a four-page document was initialed outlining a
peace agreement, including lease of Jordanian lands expropriated by Israel and currently being
cultivated by kibbutzim in the area, plus various economic cooperation and other clauses, also
calling for normal diplomatic relations and certain Jordanian rights.56 Upon his return to Israel
on 3 November, Peres made mysterious references, on television, to the date as “historic,”
leading to wide rumors of a secret peace deal between Peres and the King. Hussein was furious
because of the breach of promised secrecy at a time when he was not yet sure of the attitudes of



Syria and others in the Arab world regarding a Jordanian deal with Israel.57 The King, therefore,
had not been ready to go public just yet. But worse still, Peres had related to the Americans that
the talks had produced a breakthrough, precipitating a congratulatory call to Hussein from
President Clinton, much to the Jordanian’s chagrin.58 Following this incident Hussein informed
Rabin that he wanted to move slowly, and that he preferred that Peres not be included in any
future talks.59

In a November trip to Damascus, Hussein apparently received a green light from Assad to
pursue talks with Israel, but he nonetheless indicated to the Americans that he wanted to work
slowly. The absence of urgency on his part may have been due to the fact that the Oslo process
had stalled, though Indyk at the time thought there was also a tactical side, to gain greater
American support.60 Rabin, too, was in no hurry in the months that followed, preoccupied
perhaps with the problems of beginning implementation of Oslo, and also the resumption in
January 1994 of his indirect talks with Syria (following the four-month break he imposed after
the signing of Oslo on the grounds that the Israeli public needed time to digest Oslo).

The situation changed entirely in the spring. In his April 1994 visit to Jordan (after his own
four-month postponement due to surgery), Halevy reported an entirely different Jordanian
attitude: now the King was anxious to reach a speedy agreement.61 On 11 May Hussein
proposed a meeting with Rabin, which took place in London on 19 May. Given the timing,
Hussein’s change of heart (or tactic) was almost certainly a reaction to the breaking of the logjam
in the Oslo process, which was capped by the “Agreement on the Gaza Strip and Jericho” signed
in Cairo on 4 May. Both the Syrian and Palestinian tracks now appeared to be moving forward
and Jordan might be left out altogether. According to Halevy, Hussein was particularly
concerned about Jordanian interests in Jerusalem.62 There may have been an additional
underlying factor (as there had been for Syrian interest in a settlement) – namely, the possibility
that progress with Israel would help restore Jordanian relations with the US, lost because of
Jordan’s support for Saddam in the Gulf War.

Once the King took this decision, matters moved forward quickly. In London, the two leaders
agreed to draft a peace treaty, and Rabin agreed for the first time to deal with the issues of
Jordanian lands expropriated by Israel, as well as the Israelis’ use of water wells on Jordanian
territory, and, perhaps most importantly for Hussein, Jordan’s rights with regard to the holy sites
in East Jerusalem. According to Shlaim, Rabin agreed to give Jordan “special status” in this
respect, irrespective of future arrangements with the PLO in the Oslo process.63 For Rabin, a
significant point was Hussein’s agreement to public talks in the region – a symbolic gesture of
recognition of primarily psychological value. The talks in the region were to be followed by a
public “summit” in Washington. Neither of these things had been forthcoming from Syria. For
his part, Rabin offered to assist Hussein in his bid to have the Jordanian debt to the US canceled
as well as obtain American economic and military aid. As extraordinary as this may sound –
Israeli assistance with the US Congress and the White House for an Arab adversary – this had
been done before, as early as 1963, when Israel recommended US military sales to Jordan. Israel
did, in fact, intervene now on Jordan’s behalf. In June, when King Hussein journeyed to
Washington, shopping list in hand, Halevy was sent there expressly to fulfill this role. He pressed
Ross to consider Jordan’s requests with greater flexibility, and at a later stage (in the summer) he



organized lobbying efforts on Congress with the help of Israeli Ambassador Rabinovich and
members of the Jewish diaspora.64

Although the Americans had been somewhat involved, primarily in the form of trips to the
region by Secretary of State Christopher and Ross, often with Indyk, their attention had focused
on the Syrian track, as we have seen. They were generally well briefed on the Israeli–Jordanian
meetings, but they had shown little interest in the Jordanian case up to this point. In fact, Ross
and Indyk to some degree viewed the Israeli talks with Jordan as something of a sideshow that
would produce very little if there were not the more crucial Syrian deal (in the last they agreed
with many of Rabin’s advisors), but there was even a tendency to see these moves as a tactic by
Rabin to bring pressure on the Palestinians or the Syrians, or both. Nor were the Americans
pleased to have their efforts with Syria jeopardized by Rabin’s moves toward Jordan, and they
communicated or traveled often to Damascus to placate Assad and reassure him of Israel’s
interests in making peace with Syria. It is possible that the Americans were also less interested
because they were not needed; as in the Oslo matter, the protagonists were progressing even
without US assistance. Moreover, there was substantial American anger over Jordan’s support
for “the wrong side” in the war the US had fought against Iraq. While this may not have been the
foremost consideration for Clinton, it did affect the US Congress and, therefore, any moves the
White House might want to promote on behalf of Jordan. This is why the Israeli and Jewish
diaspora assistance would be needed in order to meet Jordan’s demands, particularly the request
for cancelation of the debt to the US (and help with other country creditors). But more would be
needed in order for Washington to concede what Hussein appeared to be presenting as a quid pro
quo, with Israeli support. As Ross put it: “we would require much greater drama in Jordan’s
peace-making with Israel” in order to engage Clinton.65

The drama Washington sought was a public meeting of Rabin and Hussein, hosted by Clinton,
in Washington, and it was in planning this meeting – as well as events surrounding it – that the
Americans began to play a major role after Hussein’s June visit. Both Rabin and Hussein
preferred that their first public meeting take place in the region, prior to Washington, presumably
to serve their own domestic purposes. They even set a date for this, much to the Americans’
consternation. In response, Indyk exclaimed to Rabin’s principal advisor, Eitan Haber, that Israel
should treat the White House as something more than the “Kosher caterer.”66 And so it was
arranged that there would be a meeting in the region at the ministerial level, followed almost
immediately by the Washington show. The “flap” over the location was not the only incident in
which the Americans felt they were being made superfluous. When the Americans offered
proposals for the Declaration that was to be presented at the White House event now set for 25
July, they found to their surprise that the two parties were already working on it. Only when
confronted by the disgruntled Americans, just a few days before the Washington event, Rabin
privately showed a draft to Christopher (who was in the region for the ministerial meeting
between Shimon Peres and Prime Minister Majali on 20 July). However, Rabin would not give
the document to the Americans until almost the last minute, the evening before the White House
event, barely in time to have it copied for distribution.

While the Americans were not happy about this treatment, it does not appear that their
exclusion was opposition on the part of Rabin to having the Americans involved. Rabin did
comment on one occasion that he did not see the purpose of going to the United States for the



Declaration since the two leaders lived almost within walking distance of each other.67
Nonetheless, the reason may simply have been Rabin’s desperate fear of a leak, particularly in
view of the nearly disastrous effects of the leak after Peres’s November meeting with the King.
Rabin restricted knowledge of the Declaration to just one or two close associates, excluding
Peres up to the last moment – it may be assumed also for personal political reasons.

The price of this strict secrecy was a last minute problem over the wording. Elyakim
Rubinstein, the official head of the negotiating team with Jordan, was shown the Declaration in
Washington only the day before the signing. Appalled, he pointed out that the phrase stating the
“end of belligerency” between the two states was inaccurate; in terms of international law, what
was being ended was the “state of war.” His legal judgment was upheld by other experts, but it
was too late to change the text of the Declaration, for it would have opened the text to demands
from those who were now privy to it for the first time. According to Halevy, the solution was
proposed by Hussein, who said that he would orally use the term “state of war” in his speech
(explaining that the word in Arabic was the same for both belligerency and war).68 And this is,
in fact, what he did, dramatically declaring that the state of war between Jordan and Israel was
now terminated.

The whole Washington show was credited to Clinton’s “vision and devotion to the cause of
peace,” as stated in the opening articles of the Declaration. To further assist the White House
effort to gain Congressional approval for Jordan’s requests, Rabin and Hussein addressed a joint
session of Congress together. Halevy stayed on in Washington for a week to work with the
Israeli ambassador and diaspora figures in their lobbying effort on behalf of Jordan!

The Declaration itself referred to the previously signed Common Agenda and spelled out
future steps, including more immediate confidence-building measures, such as the opening of a
border crossing point between the two countries, a direct phone link, and so forth. The only
specific commitment, agreed at the London meeting in May, was Israel’s respect for the “special
role” of Jordan with regard to the Muslim holy places in Jerusalem to be given priority in
negotiations on the final status of the city. Such matters as water, borders, and territorial issues
were to be negotiated, which they were over the following three months.

Although the confidence-building measures were introduced almost immediately, as promised,
the negotiations on the specifics of the final peace treaty were not entirely easy. Teams of experts
dealt with the various issues of water, territory, borders, and even refugees, along with security,
bilateral relations, cooperation, and so forth. Ross takes credit for the ideas ultimately adopted to
overcome an impasse on the territorial issue: namely, what to do with the 340 square kilometers
of Jordanian land taken by Israeli kibbutzim over the years – the perennial issue of returning to
the 4 June 1967 border albeit in a slightly different form.69 Meeting with Prince Hassan, he
proposed land swaps as well as leasing and other arrangements, and Hassan countered with ideas
over water arrangements. Shlaim attributes the solution to the Israeli and Jordanian negotiators,
with the two leaders stepping in to resolve problems and details throughout.70 It was agreed that
the border would be adjusted by means of equal-sized land swaps so that the Israelis could
continue farming the lands they had taken.71 In other areas, to be under Jordanian sovereignty,
there would be special arrangements or leasing. Further, Israel would provide Jordan with water,
based on quantities used by Israel from the Jordanian wells and on future water projects. The
various teams produced a draft, and Shlaim recounts that, in the end, it was Rabin and Hussein



themselves who worked out the final details in an all-night session at the Royal Palace outside
Amman. The Peace Treaty was signed, in the presence of Clinton, in Jordan on 26 October 1994.

There can be little doubt that the major factor enabling, finally, the breakthrough with Jordan
was the Oslo Accords. Primarily, of course, the fact that the Palestinians had reached their own
accord (to the consternation of King Hussein)72 freed the Jordanians to move on their own
interests without being accused of harming the Palestinian cause or breaking ranks. On the
contrary; the Oslo Accords aroused fears in Hussein of being totally ignored in the emerging
peace process, shut out of the economic boom that might accompany a change in the status of the
West Bank, and possibly even subject to Israel–Palestinian pressure for a Palestinian takeover of
Jordan. Thus, Oslo not only freed Hussein to act but actually spurred him into action. However,
the critical element in terms of a possible breakthrough was the fact that once the PLO was
negotiating for itself, the topic of the West Bank, with its deal-breaking issues (Israel’s territorial
demands) was no longer a matter for Jordanian–Israeli peace talks. Even the issue of Jerusalem
could be treated in a more promising manner since the overall status of East Jerusalem – now to
be negotiated between Israel and the PLO – was of less concern to Hussein so long as Jordan
maintained its “special role” in regard to the holy places in the city. While negotiations on this
and other matters remained necessary, the major barriers impeding agreement since 1967 were
now almost totally removed from the agenda. The territories of importance to Israel, for historic
or religious or even security reasons, lay within the West Bank rather than what was left of the
border between the two countries, along the desert from the Dead Sea to Aqaba. There were no
Israeli settlers on the Jordanian side of the border in the south, and there had been little change in
the armistice lines of 1949 in the area. What changes or arrangements had intervened were dealt
with relatively easily by means of land swaps, leasing, and water sharing.

That fact that the problems were relatively easily overcome (by comparison to negotiations
with the Syrians or the Palestinians) attested to a large degree to the factor of trust. Mistrust had
played a major role in the past, as we have seen, underlying the demand to hold on to the Jordan
Rift Valley – under Israeli sovereignty – with the Jordan River as Israel’s eastern (security)
border. The presumption was that a peace treaty would not provide Israeli security since a treaty
would not prevent an Iraqi or Syrian invasion across that line and into Israeli population centers.
The risk factor was, apparently, lower, making it easier to place trust in an accord. Whether it
was the difference of risk between the West Bank border and the Arava border, on the one hand,
or the relationship of trust between the two leaders, on the other, or both, is difficult to know.
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Trust may not have been sufficient to override all the past security concerns with regard to
Jordan. For example, several clauses were deemed necessary regarding the non-use of territory
for belligerency against the other, including a ban on the stationing of other countries’ troops or
entering alliances or agreements with hostile third parties. There was also a clause against
entering any obligation that conflicted with the Treaty, similar to but less stark than Begin’s
insistence in the 1979 treaty with Egypt that the peace with Israel be given priority over any
other possibly threatening (for Israel) agreement. Far more illustrative of trust was the reference
in the Treaty itself to basing “security relations on mutual trust,” joint interests and cooperation,
and efforts toward a regional framework for peace. This element of trust, as a factor of security,
was borne out by the absence of any mechanism or need for third-party peacekeepers,
monitoring, or the stationing of troops, early-warning stations and the like – in short, there was to
be nothing beyond the usual border facilities for neighboring states at peace with each other. And
the actual measures agreed to (leasing of land for Israeli use, water sharing, and so forth) attest to
the degree of trust achieved.

Trust within the final agreement was also the product of the trust built at the leadership level.
Both leaders had begun skeptically, with Rabin worried about the possibility that Hussein might
retreat. For this reason, Rabin wanted to work swiftly so as not to lose momentum after the



Washington Declaration (in stark contrast to his measured attitude toward the Syrian talks). In
fact, even a week before the final signing, Rabin reportedly told Halevy to watch over Hussein
lest he back down now that agreement had been reached.73 This was not a case of doubting
Hussein’s sincerity (as it was with Rabin’s concerns about Assad); rather, it was an awareness of
the very real problems Hussein would face in making this step and his strength to take them on.
The two had, in fact, developed a good deal of trust quite rapidly once they had begun the
process of working together. Both Rabin and Hussein spoke of their personal bond and mutual
understanding as soldiers as well as statesmen. At the signing ceremony in the Arava, Rabin
said:

Your Majesty, Peace between states is peace between peoples. It is an expression of trust
and esteem. I have learned to know and admire the quiet and the smiling power with which
you guard your nation and the courage with which you lead your people. It is not only our
states that are making peace with each other today, not only our nations that are shaking
hands in peace here in the Arava. You and I, your Majesty, are making peace here, our own
peace, the peace of soldiers and the peace of friends.74

Some of the same element of trust had developed between their aides, particularly between
Halevy and the King, over the years of secret contacts as well as in the negotiations.

Leadership may, in fact, have been a critical factor in the Jordan–Israeli peace, not only
because of the direct role played by both Rabin and Hussein in the negotiations, but also more
basically because of the leaders’ decisions to reach peace. As in the case of Egypt, an essential
factor was an Arab leader, Hussein, who had the political will to make a separate peace with
Israel. Hussein’s frequent consultations with Assad and references to the need for comprehensive
peace attested to his trepidations. Thus, leadership and courage were part of this political will,
though much less so for Rabin than for Hussein; nevertheless, flexibility on the part of an Israeli
leader was also critical (as was the case with Begin earlier).75 On the issues that might have
made matters difficult for Rabin domestically, such as the refugee issue which Hussein insisted
upon noting, the agreed wording in the Treaty was general, referring to the problem as one
created by “the conflict in the Middle East.” At the same time, Rabin demonstrated flexibility
(and sensitivity) with regard to Jordanian concerns by including a clause against the “involuntary
movements of persons in such a way as to adversely prejudice the security of either Party” (i.e.,
the “transfer” of Palestinians to Jordan, occasionally advocated by extreme right-wing politicians
in Israel).

For Rabin, however, both the Palestinian and Syrian issues were far more difficult – and
demanded far more political courage – in terms of domestic public opinion than the Jordanian
issues. While Rabin’s popularity had fallen because of the terrorist attacks accompanying the
implementation of Oslo, Israelis generally held a positive attitude toward King Hussein.76 So
long as the issue was not the West Bank, agreement with Jordan was, therefore, not a
problematic matter for the vast majority of Israelis. Nonetheless, it was still necessary to
overcome fears and latent suspicions that the King might not, in fact, go through with his
promises – the familiar element lack of public trust in the adversary. A major step in overcoming
this was Hussein’s agreement to a top-level meeting held in the region itself, just prior to the
Washington Declaration. In addition, implementation of the confidence-building measures



announced in the Declaration, such as the opening of a crossing point in the south, the
installation of direct telephone connections and other measures, was begun almost immediately
after Washington, even before the final peace treaty was signed. Perhaps the most effective step,
emotionally for Israelis, was Hussein’s 3 August flyover of Jerusalem, speaking to Rabin by
radio from his royal jet (which he himself piloted). And unlike the case with Assad, the
Jordanian leader was willing to meet publicly with the Israeli Prime Minister before the signing
of the peace treaty. These steps may have contributed to the overwhelming support for the
Israeli–Jordanian Peace Treaty by 86.5 percent of the Israeli public.77

The Israeli political scene was also positive. There was party support across the board, with an
almost total absence of spoilers. This may have been due to the same risk/trust calculations we
have already mentioned regarding the Arava border as distinct from the West Bank. Clinton later
wrote: “Unlike the Palestinian agreement, which many Israelis opposed, the Jordan peace pact
had the support of nearly everyone in the Knesset, including the leader of the Likud opposition,
Benjamin ‘Bibi’ Netanyahu. The Israelis admired and trusted King Hussein ….”78 Even those
members of the right wing who had advocated a “Jordan is Palestine” policy found little to
oppose in a peace agreement with Jordan exclusive of the West Bank. Ariel Sharon, the main
supporter of the Jordan is Palestine idea, merely abstained in a Knesset vote on the Treaty rather
than spoil the atmosphere of general approval. The final vote was 105 in favor, 3 opposed, 6
abstained. The only discordant note, though not of a spoiler nature, was the Rabin–Peres feud.
The aborted London Agreement (and Peres’s failure to resign over it), together with, and
especially because of, the leaked November 1993 meeting, led Hussein to demand that Peres be
excluded from the negotiations. However, Rabin went much further by preventing Peres from
playing almost any role, or, occasionally, even knowing about the talks, much less their content.
Peres was, in fact, humiliated and did not hesitate to speak of it. Similarly to the case of his
reaction to the 1978 Camp David accords (with regard to the settlements), Peres expressed
misgivings about the agreement to grant Jordan a special role in Jerusalem, telling Halevy it was
“a very big mistake.”

In any case, for Israeli decision-makers, once the West Bank was left for the Oslo process,
conditions were ripe for the peace treaty with Jordan: direct channels of communication existed
and a degree of mutual trust had developed over the years; both leaderships were interested in
making peace and willing to be flexible. In Israel domestic support was assured and regional
acquiescence was likely since both Syria and the Palestinians were involved with their own
peace processes with Israel as well. The international environment may have contributed,
indirectly, since the withdrawal of Soviet involvement in the region affected both Syria and the
PLO. The loss of Soviet support was a factor in the decisions of both Damascus and the PLO to
pursue agreements with Israel. In turn, insofar as Jordan’s position was influenced – either by
Syria’s acquiescence to Jordanian talks with Israel or by the Oslo breakthrough, or both, the
international environment would have been a factor. Moreover, Jordan’s interest in repairing its
post-Gulf war relationship with Washington and receiving military equipment as well as debt
relief may well have been an additional motivating factor for Hussein. In this connection, the
Jewish diaspora in America, engaged by Israel in support of Jordan’s requests, became a factor
as well, assisting Clinton with a possibly recalcitrant Congress.

While the role of the United States was not central throughout, it would appear to have been a
necessary factor. This was not always evident by the behavior of the Israelis and Jordanians,



ignoring the Americans and even excluding them from information as well as participation. Yet,
Washington at the very least provided an incentive for Jordan in the form of improved relations
with Washington or concrete benefits, such as debt relief and military equipment. Clinton’s
public involvement accorded legitimacy to the undertaking, an element suggested, for example,
by Rabin’s requests for Clinton to address the Knesset (which Clinton did the day after the treaty
signing). Once onboard, Clinton provided a leadership role, both in his personal reassurances to
Assad and his appearances in the region, but mainly in his efforts to move matters forward to a
public conclusion through the cultivation of a relationship of trust with the King.

Rabin was bursting with confidence when he presented the Treaty to the Knesset 25 October
1994, and he addressed a key element of Israeli identity that had often impeded breakthrough in
the past: “The peace treaty [with Jordan] is not merely of political significance, but a basic,
essential change in our very existence here – no more: ‘a people that shall dwell alone.’ This is a
profound, thorough change, a change that will affect every walk of our lives.”
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6 Oslo I

Breakthrough and Failure

The breakthrough
The Oslo Accords between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization constituted the most
significant breakthrough since the 1979 Israeli–Egyptian peace agreement. Moreover, they were
perhaps the most important breakthrough altogether for Israel inasmuch as these Accords opened
the way to resolution of the issue at the heart of the Arab–Israeli conflict, the conflict with the
Palestinians over Palestine/Eretz Israel. The Oslo Accords became possible, first of all, because
of the November 1988 PLO decision to declare a state (with East Jerusalem as its capital) based
on United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) Resolution 181 that had called for the creation of
“a Jewish state and an Arab state” in Palestine, to accept United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) Resolution 242 that carries with it the right of all states in the region “to live in peace
within recognized and secure borders,” and to reject the use of violence or terror. This decision
was followed by more explicit renunciations of terror, virtually dictated by the Americans, in a
speech by Arafat to a 13 December 1988 UN meeting in Geneva, as well as in a press conference
three days later, which included the explicit recognition of Israel’s right to exist.1

These moves by the PLO were the culmination of nearly 15 years of often bloody internal
debates over the ultimate objective: a Palestinian state in all of Palestine with the destruction of
Israel (as stated in the PLO charter of 1965), or a two-state solution with the creation of a
Palestinian state in 22 percent of mandated Palestine, next to the state of Israel.2 The Intifada in
the occupied territories, initiated by local Palestinians in December 1987, was probably the most
important factor leading to the 1988 decision, not only attesting to the insufferable situation of
the Palestinians under occupation but also challenging the PLO leadership in Tunis to break the
impasse that maintained the occupation. A number of other factors contributed as well, such as
the expulsion of the PLO leadership from Lebanon to relatively distant Tunisia as a result of the
Lebanon War of 1982; the repeated failure of the Arab states to defeat Israel or intervene to save
the PLO (as evidenced in the Lebanon War); and a longstanding interest in reaching the
Americans, intensified by the weakening of Soviet support as Gorbachev changed Moscow’s
attitude toward the PLO, calling for a “balance of interests” between Israel and the Palestinians
in his meeting with Arafat in Moscow in 1986.3

In one sense, the 1988 PLO decisions were analogous to Sadat’s 1977 decision to go to
Jerusalem. They represented the change on the adversary’s side that was essential for a
breakthrough. However, there were a number of other factors, for Israel, that would, in fact, turn
these decisions into the breakthrough they enabled, transforming the conflict.

The Shamir government had already rejected not only the Peres–Hussein London Plan in
1987, but also proposals by US Secretary of State Schultz in 1988. The PLO statement and



Arafat’s speech did nothing to change Shamir’s deep-seated belief that the Jewish state would
never be accepted by the Arabs, US-induced Palestinian statements notwithstanding. Indeed,
prior to Arafat’s press conference the Israeli PM termed the UN speech a “monumental act of
deception,”4 and he subsequently criticized the opening of the US–PLO dialogue that followed
the speech. Nonetheless, the Americans expected some kind of official reaction, and it did come,
in the form of an Israeli “peace initiative” announced in May 1989. This plan explicitly ruled out
both negotiations with the PLO and the creation of a Palestinian state. Although it was presented
as a plan of Prime Minister Shamir and Labor Party Defense Minister Rabin, Rabin explained in
subsequent interviews that it was, in fact, his plan.5 It was a replica of the 1978 autonomy plan
with its call for elections in the territories for a delegation to discuss an interim period of
autonomy. The only new element was a call for negotiations with all of Israel’s adversaries in the
region for a comprehensive peace agreement. For Rabin, this may have been a genuine initiative
to try to end the Arab–Israeli conflict due to his concerns over developments in the region, in
particular, Iranian nuclear plans, as well as the Intifada that had broken out.6 Despite the explicit
rejection of the PLO, there were, at this time, factions of Rabin’s own party less opposed to
speaking with the PLO, and members of Labor were, in fact, meeting privately not only with
West Bank Palestinian leaders known to be associated with the PLO, but also with PLO officials
in track two meetings abroad.7 Similarly, in response to the PLO’s November 1988 decision, the
more or less mainstream peace movement Peace Now had already held a massive rally in Tel
Aviv in December under the slogan “Speak Peace with the PLO Now.” Thus, there were changes
taking place outside and inside Israel at the time, ultimately producing the breakthrough of Oslo
in 1993.

Chronologically, we have the following. The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 brought
about an American commitment to seek resolution of the Arab–Israeli conflict once the Gulf
crisis was resolved. This “sequential linkage,” as distinct from Saddam’s demand for direct
linkage (withdrawal from Kuwait/Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories) was a promise
the US gave both to Syria and Gorbachev for their agreement to the creation of the anti-Iraq
coalition. In compliance, the US (with the Soviets), convened the Madrid Conference in 1991,
with Syrian participation (unlike the 1973 Geneva Conference) and local Palestinians as
members of the Jordanian delegation. US pressure ensured Shamir’s agreement to the
conference, with a promise that the PLO would not participate and the US would not support the
creation of a Palestinian state. After the formal opening, the parties divided into prolonged
bilateral and multilateral talks with regional and international participation. On leaving office
Shamir had this to say of the Madrid process: “In my public activity I know how to display the
tactics of moderation, but without conceding anything on the goal – the integrity of the Land of
Israel … I would have carried on autonomy talks for ten years and meanwhile we would have
reached half a million [Jewish] people in Judea and Samaria.”8 Although the 22 June 1992
elections had brought Labor to power, with Rabin as prime minister, the bilateral Israeli–
Palestinian–Jordanian talks faltered and, in January 1993, Israel began secret back-channel talks
with the PLO in Oslo. Born of informal Israeli–PLO contacts, these talks were authorized by
deputy Foreign Minister Yossi Beilin and Foreign Minister Shimon Peres and initially conducted
in a track two Norwegian conference with Norwegian Foreign Ministry involvement. When this
Oslo channel showed significant progress, Rabin made it official, though still secret, by sending



Uri Savir, director general of the Foreign Ministry, to lead the talks in May 1993.9 The PLO
delegation was already being led by Arafat’s close associate, PLO executive member Abu Ala.

The success of the Oslo talks, which produced the Declaration of Principles (DOP) and Letters
of Mutual Recognition that opened the Oslo Accords, was due to a number of specific factors
linked to the negotiations themselves (described in penetrating if contradictory detail by both Uri
Savir and Abu Ala).10 The track two (unofficial), informal, and secret nature of the talks were all
critical, for the negotiators were able freely to suggest and weigh alternatives, change positions,
and consult others, even after the arrival of Savir and the legal advisor to the Israeli Foreign
Ministry, Yoel Singer. The degree of personal trust that developed facilitated compromises,
assisted by informal interventions on the part of the Norwegian hosts and even intermediation
between the Norwegians and Arafat.11 It helped that the Israeli negotiators, the two academics
who initiated the process, Ron Pundak and Yair Hirshfeld, were determined peace advocates
long engaged in efforts to find a solution to the conflict, as was Uri Savir. A similar
determination was evident among their Palestinian interlocutors – a determination that led the
PLO negotiators to accept compromises on important issues, such as acquiescence to the Israeli
demand (specified by Rabin) that Jerusalem not be included in the autonomy arrangements, or
that settlement construction not be mentioned (since the Labor Party had already declared its
commitment to such a freeze).12 As in the case of the 1978 Camp David agreement with the
Egyptians, side letters were used on points the sides could not agree upon for the DOP – namely,
a commitment by the Palestinians to end the Intifada and a commitment by Israel not to close
PLO institutions in East Jerusalem, conveyed to Norwegian Foreign Minister Holst. While the
Palestinians did win some concessions, significantly the inclusion of a West Bank town, Jericho,
in addition to Gaza for the initial agreement,13 asymmetry of power favored Israel and was
perceivable in the outcome. But it was not simply a matter of weakness; a further factor for
success was the fact that Arafat wanted the Oslo talks to succeed. The Israelis (and Americans)
attributed this to Arafat’s interest in gaining a physical foothold in the territories so as to assert
his leadership over the increasingly active local Palestinians and also to meet the emerging
challenge from the relatively new Hamas.14 Indeed, both the Israelis and the Americans believed
that Arafat purposely stalled and complicated the bilateral talks in Washington (between only
local Palestinians as per Israel’s Madrid related demands15) in order to demonstrate both his
leadership and control, along with the priority of the Oslo channel, where the PLO was directly
involved. On the Israeli side, Rabin was not keen to deal with the PLO; he had given the green
light to the Oslo track with, apparently, little expectation that it would lead to anything.16 He
became somewhat more interested following receipt of a letter from Arafat and Holst’s account
of a meeting with Arafat, both during a critical period in the talks in mid-July, tending to indicate
that the PLO leader was serious about reaching agreement.17 Peres described the letter as
reflecting “qualities of moderation and responsible statesmanship” not always apparent in public
or diplomatic encounters with Arafat.18 Nonetheless, still skeptical of Arafat’s intentions, Rabin
continued to prefer the talks taking place with Syria via the Americans, as we have seen. It was
only when that track fell behind the successful Oslo channel that Rabin opted for agreement with
the PLO in August 1993.19



Beyond the specific factors that made for the successful talks in Oslo, a number of underlying
factors accounted for the historic breakthrough in the conflict represented by what became
known as the Oslo Accords (ultimately, some seven agreements, including the DOP and the
Interim Agreement known as Oslo II, plus additional protocols and the Letters of Mutual
Recognition). An important domestic factor was the significant change that had occurred within
the Israeli public over the years. For example, the aforementioned peace demonstration urging
talks with the PLO could not have been expected to take place ten years earlier. During the
ensuing period, the Lebanon war had occurred, dividing the Israeli public (as well as its powerful
diaspora abroad) for the first time during actual wartime. The Israeli role in the Sabra and Chatila
massacres, condemned by an unprecedented 400,000 strong demonstration in Tel Aviv, further
divided the public regarding the conflict.20 While not immediately reflected in election results –
due to a number of generally unrelated factors within the Israeli electorate, opinion polls over the
1980s were showing a gradual increase in Israelis’ willingness to compromise over the occupied
territories. This gradual change showed an upward swing toward willingness to compromise
during the Intifada.21 Indeed, the Intifada, which to a large degree precipitated the 1988 PLO
decisions, played a very large – perhaps even the central – role in the “ripeness” of the Israeli
public for the Oslo Accords.

The Intifada, while a basically unarmed uprising, nonetheless threatened Israelis’ personal
security within the country as well as within the occupied territories, due to knifings, Molotov
cocktails, and the like. Perhaps more importantly, the uprising demonstrated that the status quo,
which had been favored by most Israelis, could not be sustained. The Palestinians would no
longer quietly acquiesce to the occupation, and the now apparent dynamic did not seem to be
working in Israel’s favor. In other terms, it was becoming clear that, perhaps, these territories
were not enhancing Israel’s security but possibly actually harming it. Even security-related self-
interest appeared to dictate a change and a willingness to compromise. This did not reflect
altered convictions about the Palestinians or the Palestinians’ cause, however.22 Polls indicated
that hatred and fear of the Palestinians, rather than understanding or sympathy, increased among
Israelis during the Intifada.23 A certain war-weariness (more like “fed-up”; “had enough of this
conflict”) may also have been at play among the public, as people speaking to the media or
simply in casual comment often expressed the wish to just get on with their lives, without all the
turmoil of the conflict.24 This attitude may even have been connected with globalization, which
was bringing significant changes to Israel’s economy, and society. The dismantling of much of
the welfare state, privatization, competition, consumerism, and individualism were all
developments that affected solidarity, willingness to make sacrifices or tolerate risks. For many,
they prompted a more calculating cost/benefit analysis of the relative value of holding onto or
abandoning the territories.25

These were the sentiments that led to the election of Rabin in 1992. By the time the Oslo
Accords were made public, there had been significant changes in Israeli attitudes from those
before the Intifada, both with regard to the occupied territories and Israel’s future prospects.
Polls indicated a 20 percent decline between 1987 and 1993 in Israelis’ confidence that the
country could win another war against the Arab states (a decline probably related later to the
1991 Gulf War SCUD attacks on Israel); but this sentiment had also been accompanied by a
sharp rise in the belief that peace was possible, prompted most likely by the convening of the



1991 Madrid Conference, but sustained in the polls of 1993 as well.26 And support for returning
part or all of the territories had risen to an astonishing high of 71 percent by the beginning of
September 1993 (a week before the Oslo Accords).27 It was not surprising, therefore, that the
Oslo Declaration of Principles, signed on 13 September 1993, received 65 percent support in
Israeli public opinion.

Many of the factors that led to the changes in Israeli public opinion were instrumental in
bringing about the shift in Israeli policy that came with the new leadership of the Labor Party
and Rabin. As we saw with regard to Syria, Rabin came to power with the purpose of reaching
peace agreements. His evaluation of changes and developments in the domestic, regional, and
international environments had led him to believe in the possibility and, indeed, necessity of
doing so. The collapse of the Soviet Union, which weakened previously anti-Western Arab
states, and the emergence of Israel’s closest supporter, the United States, as the world’s dominant
power, including in the Middle East in the wake of the American show of force in the Iraq War,
begat increased interest by the Arab states in positive relations with Washington. This interest
was also augmented by the perceived threat to their regimes from Islamic extremism. All of these
developments were understood by Rabin as creating an opportunity for Israel, as we have noted.
Some of these same factors had played a role in the PLO’s 1988 decisions; but the final
dissolution of the Soviet Union and, particularly, the PLO’s support for Saddam Hussein in the
Iraq War had virtually crippled the organization by causing it to lose its main financial backers,
Saudi Arabia, in addition to the loss of political backing from Moscow. An isolated and
weakened PLO, interested in finding a way to repair (resume) contact with the US, as well as
challenged by local Palestinian Islamist elements and possibly others, had rendered the
Palestinians an easier adversary with which to negotiate.

If these factors constituted something of a “pull” toward a peace initiative, a beckoning
opportunity, other factors represented something of a “push” or necessity. Rabin’s widow, Leah
Rabin, was later to say that the Intifada brought about a change in Rabin, leading him as early as
1989 to the conclusion that the occupation must end.28 Indeed, this would appear to have been
the major factor at play for Rabin with regard to the Palestinian track. Uri Sagie saw this not only
connected to the Intifada but also linked to Rabin’s concern over the Iranian nuclear preparations
and the need, therefore, to remove the Arab–Israeli conflict and the Palestinian issue from the
Middle East equation.29 Rabin himself made this connection in his first speech to the Knesset as
prime minister and on subsequent occasions, saying: “If we succeed within five to seven years to
conclude peace, or almost peace, with the Palestinians, Jordan and afterwards Syria, we will have
largely limited the motivation for an arms race.”30 The decline in the resilience of the Israeli
public – apparent not only during the Iraq SCUD attacks but also in the Intifada – was also a
matter of concern, “pushing” in the direction of ending the conflict.31 This was joined by the
growing realization that there was no military solution to the Intifada.32 Furthermore, the
demographic ramifications of holding onto the occupied territories were a longstanding issue for
the Labor Party – namely, how to remain a Jewish and democratic state if Israel continued to
hold onto the West Bank and Gaza (i.e., how could Israel maintain its Jewish character – a
Jewish majority – if it upheld democratic rights for all those under its control, including those
within the occupied territories).33



Rabin spoke of a “window of opportunity” estimated (on different occasions) at five, or seven,
or ten years’ possible duration, in which it was imperative upon Israel to make peace. In both the
Labor Party election campaign and in his inaugural speech to the Knesset, Rabin appeared to
give priority to the Palestinian issue. Yet, he still was not willing to deal with the PLO. He had
often said in the past that speaking with the PLO could only be about a Palestinian state, which
he opposed.34 Moreover, for Rabin, the PLO remained a “terrorist organization” even as he
presented to the Knesset his decision to work with it. This decision came, as he explained, only
after it became clear that local Palestinians were no substitute (they answered to the PLO).35 Nor
was Jordan, since the King had renounced his claim to the West Bank, dispelling Rabin’s earlier
conviction (e.g., contained in the Labor Party 1992 platform) that the Palestinian issue would be
resolved within the context of Jordan. If the Intifada were to be stopped – the immediate matter
on the agenda – and any kind of settlement were to be sought, there remained only one address,
formalized in Rabin’s Letter of Mutual Recognition of the PLO “as the representative of the
Palestinian people” for the commencement of negotiations “within the Middle East peace
process.”

In the past it had been almost a mantra in the Labor Party that speaking with the PLO was out
of the question, for the only topic for such a dialogue would have to be Palestinian statehood –
something Rabin and the Labor Party expressly rejected.36 In this sense the content of the DOP
itself was a factor facilitating the breakthrough, for it provided only for an interim agreement on
Palestinian autonomy, leaving the final status of the West Bank (i.e., independence and related
issues) to a later date, as much as five years down the road. Thus, like Begin, who devised the
original autonomy plan – a plan adopted virtually in its entirety by Rabin in 1989 and presented
in his first speech to the Knesset after his 1992 election, and also ensconced in the DOP – Rabin
could live with open-endedness. However, like Begin, Rabin was also quite clear that Israel
would not return to the 4 June 1967 lines, and he stated a number of times that he would not
agree to a Palestinian state; at most, what might emerge would be a Palestinian “entity less than a
state.”37 Thus, the Oslo Accords, officially adopted in the form of the 1995 Interim Agreement
known as Oslo II, constituted a limited agreement with no commitment regarding the future and
creating no immediate danger for Israel. Withdrawal from Gaza was not considered a security
risk; indeed, both the public and the military had come to regard Gaza as a liability. Moreover,
Israel was to retain responsibility for external security as well as the security of the settlers,
including the roads they traveled on, while determining, alone, the areas from which the Israel
Defense Forces might “redeploy.” Insofar as there was a degree of risk, Rabin reassured the
Knesset (while presenting the DOP) that “we believe that these are calculated risks and that they
are not capable of damaging the security or threatening the existence of the state of Israel any
more than existing dangers. In any case, the might of the IDF, the best army in the world, is at
our disposal if and when we are, God forbid, put to the test.”38 Further, in this same speech on
21 September 1993, he explained that given the PLO’s terrorist history, specific steps had been
demanded in the form of commitments, made by Arafat in the Letters of Mutual Recognition,
which Rabin enumerated: “recognition of Israel’s right to exist in peace and security, the
resolution of any differences peacefully and through negotiation, the promise to renounce and
cease terrorism and violence in Israel, the occupied territories and everywhere else. …, to regard
as null and void the articles in the Palestinian Charter that are incompatible with Israel’s right to



exist and the peace process, and to bring about their repeal.”39 The Letters of Mutual
Recognition, perhaps the most important, least reversible of the Oslo documents, were actually
suggested by Israel’s legal advisor at Oslo. The purpose was to obtain just this quid pro quo, a
change in the PLO doctrine, thereby ensuring that recognition of the organization in no way
implied legitimation of the PLO’s ideology denying Israel’s right to exist.40 As Uri Savir put it,
the DOP was a “practical guideline,” but “now we were dealing with the ideological roots of the
conflict.”41

From this it is clear that trust was not a factor; Rabin even asserted that while he believed the
Palestinians (and the Arab states) “want peace,” “we place our trust in no one – but ourselves. In
any agreement, in any situation, and under any condition, the security of Israelis will be in the
hands of Israelis.”42 Thus, because of the absence of trust, Israel pressed for maximum control
and, as we shall see below, security measures that themselves impeded the development of trust.
Actually, the absence of trust was built into the Accords themselves. The gradual, interim nature
of Oslo was designed to test the Palestinians by moving incrementally through limited steps over
a three- to five-year period. This was consistent with Rabin’s conviction that while the Arabs
would never make peace with Israel, this might change, and also his comment to the Knesset in
July 1992 that he did believe that peace was possible.43 Presumably it was hoped that a degree
of trust might be created during this time; indeed, the negotiators both in Oslo and subsequently
spoke of the need for attitude changes and grassroots activities to develop trust.
Recommendations for such activities, known as people-to-people endeavors, were included in
the Oslo II agreement.44 Rabin, for his part, said that a leader “must go before the pack, but not
too far ahead” lest he find that no one is behind him any longer.45 This said, his approach to
leadership, as noted earlier, was to lead, and persuade, rather than follow the public: “It [the
government] must do everything to prove that the line it believes to be right is the correct one,
and must try to influence public opinion [to that effect].”46

Indeed, from the day he came to office, Rabin strove to do whatever persuading might be
necessary for the skeptics and potential spoilers in Israel, particularly within the political
establishment. In his very first speech to the Knesset (before Oslo) and almost every subsequent
speech and interview, he referred to the changed environment, directly challenging the deep-
seated “victim” mentality of Israelis.47 “No longer are we necessarily ‘a people that dwells
alone,’ and no longer is it true that ‘the whole world is against us.’ We must overcome the sense
of isolation that has held us in its thrall for almost half a century. We must join the international
movement toward peace, reconciliation and cooperation that is spreading over the entire globe
these days – lest we be the last to remain, all alone, in the station.”48 Seeking to change those
elements of Israeli identity that stood in the way of a breakthrough, he repeated these sentiments
to the graduating class of the National Security College in August 1993. Rabin referred again to
the “siege mentality” developed over the years, and he told the highest ranks of the Israeli army
and security establishment: “In the face of the new reality of the changing world, we must forge
a new dimension to the image of the Israeli. This is the hour for making changes, for opening up,
for looking around us, for engaging in dialogue … for making peace. We must view this
changing world through eyes informed by wisdom; note that it is no longer against us.”49



Implicitly deriving his legitimacy from his security credentials, at no time did Rabin let the
public forget that he was first a military man and, therefore, personally keenly aware of Israelis’
losses and sacrifices in the past. Beyond legitimacy, these references indicated a realism and
empathy difficult for spoilers to challenge. Nor did he ignore or minimize terrorism, but rather
expressed the need to work for peace despite terror (promising to “pursue peace as if there were
no terrorism, and fight terrorism as if there were no peace process,” a paraphrase of Ben Gurion
in World War II regarding the British White Paper).50 In time, he also took pains to distinguish
between the PLO and those committing the terrorism: Hamas and the Islamic Jihad.51 He
occasionally referred to Arafat’s efforts to combat terrorism, and in the summer of 1995 he was
frustrated to the point of anger over Arafat’s failure to rein in these elements; yet, some observers
believe that Rabin did develop a degree of trust in Arafat by the time of his presentation of the
Oslo II agreement to the Knesset on 5 October 1995.52 Nonetheless, even as he noted the
abandonment of terror by those under Arafat’s authority, he also drew attention to the fact that
the PLO had not yet implemented its commitment to change the Palestinian Covenant, which,
Rabin said, he viewed “as a supreme test of the Palestinian Authority’s [sic] willingness and
ability ….”53

While Rabin’s leadership qualities – namely, his willingness to adapt his views to changing
circumstances, his stature, security credentials, and his rhetoric – were critical factors, his was
not the only leadership that contributed to the breakthrough. The Oslo process was, in fact, the
brain child of Shimon Peres, the “dove,” who authorized and persevered despite Rabin’s
reservations. It was Peres who ironed out many of the differences with the PLO that arose in the
negotiations for the various Oslo agreements, particularly at critical points for the original DOP
and the Oslo II Interim Agreement of 1995. Peres also played a significant role in promoting
public support; Rabin’s biographer Yoram Perry maintains that Peres “was able to lift the public
on the wings of his vision.”54 Perhaps somewhat of an exaggeration, this view does point to
Peres’s contribution in the diplomatic arena, his bold regional initiatives, and his enthusiastic
dynamism in contrast to Rabin’s more hesitant, plodding, and cautious approach. Savir
characterized the two leaders as “visionary” and “pragmatist,” respectively.55 Politically, the
rivalry between the two remained; but their public display of cooperation was important in the
“selling” of the Accords to the public.

With the Peres and Rabin camps working together there were few problems within the party
over the Oslo Accords, although Barak, as interior minister, abstained in the Knesset vote on the
Oslo II Interim Accord out of disagreement over the redeployment arrangements. During the
talks for Oslo II in the summer of 1995, there were apparently differences between the political
and the military echelons over security arrangements and redeployment plans, Rabin’s
preoccupation with security notwithstanding. However, as we saw in connection with the Syrian
track, Rabin could count on the loyalty of the military, particularly of IDF Chief of Staff Amnon
Lipkin-Shahat, who played a central role in the negotiations for Oslo II (as chief negotiator),
along with Major-General Uzi Dayan (in charge of the security sub-committee) and Major-
General Danny Rothchild (in charge of transferring the civil administration).56 The domestic
political problems, as well as potential spoilers, derived from the fact that the ruling coalition
held only a very small majority. Initially, it was composed of parties with a total of 62 members



of the Knesset (Labor, Meretz, and Shas) and the support of the two Arab and three Hadash MKs
outside the government coalition. The small ultra-orthodox party Shas, with its six members, had
threatened to bolt the coalition several times over various issues unrelated to the peace talks, and
it finally did so in the summer of 1993. Thus, Rabin was left with a minority government of 56,
expanded to 59 in December 1994 (with the addition of a small splinter party previously in the
opposition), dependent upon the support of the two Arabs and former Communist parties (total
five MKs) outside the coalition. In Israeli politics, this was a very weak government, indeed, and
the opposition of right-wing and religious parties led a vociferous, even violent popular protest,
as we shall see below. Rabin’s government had weathered the 23 September 1993 vote of no-
confidence on the DOP by a 61 in favor, 50 opposed, 8 abstentions Knesset vote;57 the historic
Oslo breakthrough as officially enshrined in the Interim Agreement known as Oslo II passed the
Knesset by just one member’s vote (61 to 59). In each of these votes, not all the coalition MKs
voted in favor – a further sign of the political weakness of Rabin’s government. Thus, while the
domestic political picture had changed, providing a government interested in peace – without
which the breakthrough could not have occurred – its durability was far from certain.

One last factor to be considered is that of the American role. It might be claimed that the major
breakthroughs in the Israeli–Arab conflict were achieved, at least initially, without American
involvement, viz. Sadat’s trip to Jerusalem, peace with Jordan, and the Oslo Accords. This
would, indeed, seem to be the case with regard to Oslo, inasmuch as the major agreements of the
Oslo Accords were negotiated by the parties themselves. US claims to the contrary, the US role
does not appear to have been a major factor even in the achievement of the Interim Agreement
(Oslo II). The Americans, in the person of Dan Kurtzer (then deputy assistant secretary of state
for the Near East), were, in fact, regularly and directly briefed by the Israelis throughout the talks
in Oslo, well before the official – and personal – notification to Warren Christopher of the
achievement of the DOP. Clinton, who writes that he was informed of the channel at the
beginning as well as at the end, believed that Christopher had “done a good job of keeping them
on track” by stepping in to resolve difficult issues and matters of implementation.58 Ross
describes numerous personal interventions, most notably with regard to the Letters of Mutual
Recognition and at critical junctures of the negotiations for Oslo II. He speaks of daily telephone
calls with both sides and of the exertion of pressure, by himself or Christopher, on many
occasions in order to keep the process moving, offering his assistance after every meeting
(related to Oslo II). He also says that the parties used him to persuade the other side and their
respective leaders.59 Ross attributes a far greater, even occasionally critical role to himself and
the Americans than do any of the participants or the later authoritative team-analysis by
American experts.60 In fact, the later Kurtzer et al. account notes that the chief negotiators
excluded the American representative, Ross, from substantive discussions, even hiding a draft
agreement from him at an August 1995 meeting on Oslo II. Yet, Ross himself admits that the
United States was skeptical of the Palestinian track and preferred to concentrate on the
Syrians.61 The later American analysis provides further explanations for American neglect, at
least with regard to the DOP and Mutual Recognition:

•  The PLO was unpopular in the US because of its support for Saddam Hussein in the Iraq War;
and the US had broken off its earlier dialogue with the PLO over a 1990 resumption of



terrorism.
•  Clinton believed that his predecessor, Bush, had been too hard on Israel with regard to loan

guarantees sought by Shamir and the issue of settlements.
•  Clinton perceived the Oslo track as the project of Peres, who was not, in his opinion, a popular

leader.
•  Connected with this, Rabin, whom Clinton liked and even admired, had not himself briefed the

Americans on Oslo nor indicated his preference for the Palestinian track.62

Additionally, according to this team, there may have been little interest because the US had
neither initiated nor played a central role in Oslo, and, possibly, Washington simply stayed with
the Madrid process inherited from the previous administration. Indyk adds the US conviction that
Rabin was merely using the Palestinian track as leverage on the Syrians, or vice versa.63

An additional factor is noted by Ross, at least with regard to the post-DOP negotiations.
According to Ross, it was clear that the Israelis and Palestinians wanted – and needed – to make
their agreements themselves. He said that Abu Ala preferred working with Savir, with whom he
had developed a bond of trust, and did not want third-party suggestions; the Israelis believed that
the Palestinians’ commitment lay in their willingness to persevere in the face of difficulty,
without resorting to a third party.64 He adds that Rabin did not want the US in the negotiations,
except “to keep the Palestinians from changing the ground rules,” while the Palestinians were
interested in the Americans only if they were “to lean on Israel” to show greater generosity.65
Aaron David Miller maintains that “Rabin was worried that if the Americans got involved, we’d
level the playing field at a time when he [Rabin] wanted to keep the pressure on Arafat.”66

Ross is correct that the Israelis, at least, did not seek US involvement. Amnon Lipkin-Shahak
later said that at the time (negotiations for Oslo II) there was no real need for a bigger US role,
but, also, there was concern that the US might have added issues that Israel did not want –
namely, political matters – while Israel wanted to focus on security.67 Savir explains that the
negotiators preferred that the parties reach agreement on their own, and, therefore, strongly
opposed mediation or third-party intervention on substantive matters, although they were open to
assistance “in persuading the sides to be flexible” when problems arose.68 Ben Ami cites a
positive American role in this respect, and Savir confirms Ross’s involvement in some of the
more difficult negotiations for Oslo II, especially during an impasse in August, when, according
to Savir, Israel decided to use the Americans as a lever to gain Arafat’s acquiescence on various
points. Ross sent the US Consul in Jerusalem, Ed Abington, to speak with Arafat, although at the
same time he sent Indyk to both Rabin and Peres.69 Savir attributes great importance to what he
called the Americans’ network of ties in the final efforts on Oslo II. These included also the
Egyptians and even King Hussein, whom the Americans called in at critical times. Clinton saw
US involvement as providing, among other things, broad connections and a degree of legitimacy
by virtue of Washington’s backing. He later wrote of the importance of having the DOP signed
on the White House lawn in order to show the countries of the region that Rabin and Arafat were
truly committed and, also, in the belief that “a billion people around the globe” as witnesses
would “make them more committed.”70



Oslo failure
Much has been written about the reasons for the failure of the Oslo Accords, by participants and
analysts alike, often providing convincing evidence as to why one factor or another played the
central role.71 As in the case of a breakthrough, so too with failure (as we have seen in the
previous cases), it is most likely that a number of factors were responsible, often interacting with
each other without necessarily having been the single most significant factor. One often heard
explanation was the absence of the “ripeness” factor in Israel due to the top-down set of
agreements, simply presented to the public without preparation. While it was, indeed, the case
that the Oslo talks were held in total secrecy and little if any preparation of the public was
attempted, the changes that had occurred in public opinion, particularly in response to the
Intifada, would suggest that the public was “ready” for compromise with the Palestinians. In fact,
the public may have been ahead of the leadership in its growing support even for the creation of
an independent Palestinian state, as indicated by the polls as early as 1992–1993. One set of polls
had public willingness to accept the creation of a Palestinian state increasing from 20 percent in
the late 1980s to 36 percent by 1993 or 40 percent in another poll of the same year.72 Further,
once the Accords were signed, an (often since forgotten) groundswell of grassroots contacts,
joint ventures, and popular exchanges occurred as Israelis (and Palestinians) began a process of
dismantling the dehumanization of the enemy generally internalized over the long years of
conflict. Meetings were held between Israelis and freshly released prisoners (who spoke the
Hebrew learned in Israeli prisons); Palestinian and Israeli families sought to create a joint
kindergarten and family outings, to name just two such efforts. Not only did the term
“Palestinian” connoting a people or nation, come into use, but Israeli media, for example,
presented Arafat satirically in a sympathetic and benevolent way, breaking down the stereotype
to some degree. Yet, the Accords were gradually to lose this broad public support as other factors
led to the ultimate failure of Oslo.

A basic misperception, or rather difference in conception of Oslo by the two protagonists,
would appear to have been an important factor in this failure. The Israeli leadership, certainly
Rabin, viewed the Oslo Accords as a path to end the occupation and provide self-rule for the
Palestinians. This in his view would bring peace with the Palestinians even though he clearly
stated that he envisaged no more than “an entity which is not a state” for the Palestinians. The
Palestinians, however, had quite a different perception of Oslo, viewing it as a first step on the
path to statehood, as stated very clearly, for example, in a paper presented by the Palestinian
negotiators in 1994: “Our aim is the establishment of a Palestinian state in accordance with the
1967 border.”73

This difference in the basic perception of Oslo led to endless negotiations and arguments with
regard to the jurisdiction, composition, and power of the organs of self-rule to be exercised by
the Palestinian Authority (PA) provided by the Accords. While the DOP and Oslo II stipulated
that the West Bank and Gaza Strip would be viewed “as a single territorial unit,”74 Israel did not
see this as according full PA control (that might be perceived as akin to sovereignty) over the
whole area. Palestinians pressed, for example, for a parliament (Israel envisaged a “self-
governing Council” as distinct from the legislative council actually created by the PA), or the
title “president” for the head of the PA, Palestinian police on the borders, and so forth. Indeed, it
was this and other types of disputes that led to delays in implementation, delays which



themselves became a factor contributing to the failure, along with the lack of implementation or
perceived violations of the stipulations of the Accords – for example, the presence of many more
light weapons among the Palestinian police than allotted by the agreements, the low number of
Palestinian prisoners released, Israel’s failure to create a safe passage from Gaza to the West
Bank, the failure of the Palestine National Council (PNC) to draw up a new covenant (after it
had, finally, voted to abrogate the articles demanded by the agreements), along with delayed
“redeployments” of the IDF, and similar matters.

Oslo II (like the DOP) also clearly stated that “agreements reached for the interim period
“should not prejudice or preempt the final status negotiations” (Article V, 4); yet, Israel
continued to expropriate land and expand settlement construction. Technically this did not
violate the Accords, for Israel had refused to include anything in the agreements regarding
settlement construction. Although Rabin was no friend of the settler movement, he apparently
chose to avoid confrontation with the settlers (even rejecting the removal of settlers from Hebron
after the fatal attack by a settler on Moslem worshippers there) until it might be absolutely
necessary in connection with the determination of the final status and borders of the territories.
For the Palestinians, however, settlement construction was interpreted as a violation of the Oslo
ban on permanent changes and, more importantly, suggested that Israel had no intention of
leaving the territories since it was, in fact, expanding its non-military presence on the land.

This, however, points to another factor: lacunae and ambiguities in the Accords themselves,
despite the negotiators’ efforts to include as much detail as possible. One such lacuna was the
absence of a serious monitoring mechanism to ensure implementation. The agreements did
provide for a small observer group and possible arbitration, but neither was accorded clear
authority, duties, or significant personnel. The only observer group eventually organized, for
example, consisted of a relatively small number of Norwegians posted in Hebron (TIPH).
Without monitoring to ensure implementation or to deal with the perceived violations, these
became a source of frustration and mistrust for many on both sides. Ambiguity over security
became an equally if not more important factor. The Accords called clearly for Israeli
responsibility not only for the security of the settlers and the roads used by them but also for
“external security.” We know from the negotiators that what was intended by “external security”
was Israeli responsibility for the borders, with Jordan (the Jordan River) and with Egypt (from
Gaza).75 Yet, in practice, as Israel redeployed its forces in accord with Oslo II, an indeterminate
network of checkpoints was created throughout the territories both to protect the settlers and to
place the IDF in control of entry and exit to towns or areas handed over to the Palestinians in
what could be construed as “external security.” This may not have been the intention, but the
result was that Palestinians found their movements more rather than less restricted inside the
territories themselves. Moreover, the express exclusion of Jerusalem from the jurisdiction of the
PA and the Oslo II arrangements was, apparently, interpreted by Israel as the basis for closure of
the city to Palestinians from the West Bank and Gaza. Palestinians now had to seek permits for
entry to East Jerusalem or travel through it in order to get from one place in the West Bank to
another (such as Ramallah to Bethlehem).

Increased restrictions, closures of the territories, and a drastic reduction of the number of
Palestinians permitted to work in Israel were indirectly related to the very nature of the Oslo
Accords (i.e., the “interim” nature of the agreements, designed to stretch over a five-year period,
unclear targets or delineations, and no clear goal or end-game in sight). In such circumstances,



opponents to compromise could and did do everything possible to delay and ultimately torpedo
the agreements, putting up a last, desperate stand, as it were. On both sides there were significant
numbers or at least politically powerful elements whose positions – nationalist, religious, or
ideological – were not accommodated by the Accords or opposed them. On the Israeli side these
spoilers were led by religious West Bank settlers, in particular, but also joined by nationalist
Likud supporters for whom territory held implacable ideological (historic–national) significance.
One may only speculate if these cloaked or were joined by economically motivated stakeholders
with vested interests in holding onto the West Bank.76 As leader of the parliamentary
opposition, Netanyahu had called Rabin “worse than Chamberlain” in the Knesset session on the
DOP, and greeting Oslo II he accused Rabin of “causing national humiliation by accepting the
dictates of the terrorist Arafat.”77 The latter was expressed from the speaker’s balcony at a
demonstration in Jerusalem in which posters and an effigy showed Rabin in a Nazi SS uniform.
These public protests became still more vociferous and even violent as Palestinian spoilers
intensified their actions through terrorism. Violent Palestinian opposition came from the
religious, Islamist elements outside the PLO (more radical groups within the PLO objected to the
Accords but did not instigate violence). Almost from the first days of Oslo, Hamas and Islamic
Jihad engaged in terrorist attacks inside Israel itself, with an ever-increasing death toll among the
civilian Israeli population. In the first year alone, after the signing of the DOP, 149 Israeli
civilians were killed in terror attacks.78 Although Arafat eventually presented a security plan to
end these attacks, following innumerable Israeli demands, his ability to do so was not certain.
Spoiler actions tended to feed each other, as terrorism led to Israeli counter-measures – namely,
closures and further restrictions, viewed by Palestinians as collective punishment – which, in
turn, made it difficult for Arafat to appear to be doing Israel’s (anti-terrorist) work for it against
his own people. No real crackdown was apparent until the spring of 1996. But, coming as it did
in the wake of four of the most serious terrorist attacks (in which over 60 Israelis were killed),
Arafat’s compliance was too late to stem the tide of Israeli disillusionment with Oslo. By the
beginning of 1995, 49 percent were “disappointed” or “very disappointed” with the peace
process (around the time that Rabin, Peres, and Arafat were receiving the Nobel Peace Prize).79
Indeed, a graph plotting public opinion among Jewish Israelis in this period clearly shows the
link between terror attacks and declining support (as well as belief) in Oslo (as distinct from
fluctuations in negotiations).80

Taken together, the delays, disputes over, and lack of implementation, violations, settlement
expansion, increased restrictions by Israel, and acts of terrorism by Palestinians all served to
whittle away at whatever modicum of trust had been generated by the signing of the Accords.
The initial enthusiasm for Oslo did not eliminate skepticism; as expected, deeply engrained
psychological factors, the sense of victimhood, and fear were still present even as support for the
process was apparent. The idea of an interim period was to a large degree designed for the
purpose of building trust where little or none existed, as Israel was to gradually withdraw and
Palestinians were gradually to assume self-rule. Theoretically, at least, as this process moved
along, Israeli control over security would diminish; but when these developments did not occur
as planned, trust not only failed to emerge – instead, mistrust and suspicion led to greater, not
less, Israeli control, while Palestinians had expected greater freedom. Indeed, the period intended
by the Israeli leadership to test the other side and potentially build trust had just the opposite



effect. Asked if they agreed or disagreed with the statement “most Palestinians have not accepted
the existence of Israel and would try to destroy it if possible, even if the PLO leadership is
negotiating with it,” as many as 49 percent of Oslo supporters expressed agreement, (64 percent
of Oslo opponents expressed agreement) in a December 1994 poll.81 A poll in October 1994
showed just 48 percent popular support for Oslo, falling to its lowest point in the Rabin period to
45.5 percent in April 1995.82 The outcome might have been different had there been an end-
game in sight, for belief that the process would, in fact, ultimately lead to an independent state
might have placated Palestinian opponents or at least provided greater tolerance on the part of the
Palestinian population and greater willingness, or ability, on the part of the PLO to crack down
on Hamas and the Jihad in time.83 That, in turn, might have neutralized some of the Israeli
opposition. Actually, the open-endedness of the Accords created expectations that themselves
became self-defeating, as Israelis and Palestinians were to wonder, respectively, how settlement
building and terrorism could be reconciled with the other side’s intention to make peace.
Additionally, Israelis – indeed, even the Labor Party, as we have seen – considered the occupied
territories “ours,” a view that had been strengthened by the erasure of the green line (1949–1967
de facto border) from official (and school) maps, weather reports and the like.84 Therefore, the
Accords were perceived as an Israeli concession, “giving” something (some of the land) to the
Palestinians, which presumably should be appreciated. Moreover, the initial enthusiasm had not
only raised expectations but had also created the incorrect sense that peace had already been
achieved. Many to this day referred to Oslo as a “peace agreement.” As the process broke down,
its flaws became evident, and the spoilers’ actions – in particular, terrorism – dominated, the
response tended to be that “peace” was failing. Israeli author Amos Oz characterized this
situation in a radio interview with the analogy that it was as if you were to wake up a patient in
the middle of an operation and asked him how he felt. But the public did not see it this way –
“peace” was not working very well, it was not bringing security.85 Thus, the spoilers’ actions,
particularly the murderous terrorist acts of Hamas and Islamic Jihad, but also the threatening and
ultimately fatal opposition of nationalist–religious Israeli spoilers, succeeded in dealing the final
blows to Oslo. The assassination of Rabin (by a religious Jewish student – ironically at the close
of a massive rally in support of the government’s peace policy under the slogan of “Peace yes,
Violence no”), followed some months later by the four devastating terrorist attacks, led
ultimately to the election of the Likud once again, in May 1996. American pressure brought
some movement forward, but under Netanyahu the Oslo Accords were more or less moribund.
Disillusionment with the process, on both sides, laid the foundation for an even greater mistrust
than had preceded Oslo. Public support for peace, even explicitly a two-state solution, remained
despite this, but the mistrust began to outweigh any belief that an ultimate agreement could, in
fact, emerge.

Some might add still one more factor contributing to the failure: mistakes or inaction on the
part of the Americans. One Palestinian has maintained that the US was “shy” and “should have
intervened.” Indeed, Kurtzer et al. share this view, noting assurances made to the Palestinians
prior to Madrid that the US would be a “driving force” in the peace process.86 Palestinian
expectations, based on these assurances, may have been themselves problematic, for the US
never took pains to disabuse the Palestinians of the belief that Washington could “deliver” Israel
in response to PLO demands. The more common criticism of the Americans, however, is that



they should have pressed Israel on the settlement issue and the Palestinians on the terrorism
issue, providing some form of monitoring, and even proffered at least a suggestion of an end-
game.87 Aside from the fact that the US actually continued to give priority to the Syrian track
throughout the Oslo period, there was also a problem of differences of opinion within the US
team, too little communication and coordination between the special envoy (Ross) and the State
Department, and misunderstandings of Israeli intentions. It is possible that still another element
made it difficult for the US to act more forcefully: the activities of the Jewish–American
diaspora. It must have been at least perplexing if not harmful that the American Israel Public
Affairs Committee (AIPAC), the leading Israel lobby in Washington, was at odds with Rabin
regarding Oslo, even to the point of working at cross purposes over the matter of Congressional
backing for aid to the PLO – a measure supported by the Israeli government.88 One can only
speculate as to how much, if at all, American intervention or a stronger role might have
succeeded in reducing the effects of the many factors that bore more directly on the failure of
Oslo.

Finally, one must ask if there were not an underlying factor, actually a basic flaw in Israel’s
conception of the Oslo Accords – namely, Israeli’s view of peace as compatible (or achievable)
with the priority given to security. It was not an accident that Oslo lacked an end-game.
Although Rabin and the Oslo Accords themselves left the final status for later negotiations,
Rabin made the government’s view of the final arrangement quite clear in a number of speeches,
including his last speech to the Knesset, 5 October 1995, presenting Oslo II. There he spoke not
only of “an entity which is less than a state,” but spelled out various parameters that would be
demanded by Israel. Among these, “united Jerusalem,” including specifically the settlements of
Givat Zeev and Maale Adumim (not located even within the municipal borders expanded after
the 1967 war), under Israeli sovereignty, and also “the security border of the State of Israel [to]
be located in the Jordan Valley, in the broadest meaning of the term.” In theory, this could be
accommodated by just a military presence (Rabin was rumored to have spoken even of limiting
such a presence to 30 years); but his speech indeed left open the question of sovereignty in the
Jordan Rift Valley. His use of the term “broadest meaning” suggested more than a presence on
the line of the Jordan River, and, in fact, the Labor Party platform had clearly stated that Israel
would demand the Rift Valley (and northwest Dead Sea) as Israel’s security border “under Israeli
sovereignty”).89 Rabin mentioned further demands, such as demilitarization, retention of Gush
Etzion, Beitar [Ilit], Efrat, and other “communities” and the establishment of “blocs of
settlements in Judea and Samaria, like the one in Gush Katif [Gaza Strip].” The intention of this
explicit presentation of the final agreement as he saw it (and, he reminded the Knesset, as
expressed in the Labor Party platform) was most likely intended to assuage concerns over the
size of withdrawals that might result from Oslo II. To this end, Rabin used Labor Party terms
rarely heard in those years, defending his willingness to give up (some) territory as the only
alternative to the eventual existence of a “bi-national state with millions of Palestinian Arabs” in
Israel – the old Labor demographic concern to keep the state democratic but also Jewish.

Thus, ending the occupation would solve Israel’s problem, according to Rabin. He believed
this would bring peace, but only with certain conditions, including territorial, just as his party
had believed in 1967 and later, that such conditions would bring peace with Jordan. The
territorial demands are even somewhat surprising given Rabin’s own admission, to Clinton, that
changes in modern warfare rendered territory far less important, or as Clinton reports Rabin’s



comments: “in the Gulf War, when Iraq fired Scud missiles into Israel, he realized that the land
did not provide a security buffer against attacks with modern weapons ….”90 Yet, the conditions
delineated by Rabin a month before his death were no different, indeed a bit harsher, than those
of his predecessors: the same security concerns (fears), the need to hold onto the Jordan Rift
Valley, as well as the attachment to East as well as West Jerusalem, remained unaltered. Would
Rabin have ultimately given these up in favor of a peace agreement with the Palestinians, as he
gave up his opposition to dealing with the PLO and his aversion to Arafat? We will never know,
but there is nothing in his or his government’s statements at the time that suggest such a change
was about to occur.91

To sum up the factors that led to both the breakthrough and the failure of Oslo, from the Israeli
point of view, we can point to many changes. First, and crucial, was the change in Israeli
leadership: the replacement of the Likud (Shamir) by Labor (Rabin, and also Peres) and with this
a new interpretation of developments in the international, regional, and bilateral
(Israeli/Palestinian) environments. At the same time, there were also domestic changes in the
socio-economic situation (globalization, individualism, war weariness), in personal security (the
Intifada), and public opinion (willingness to compromise, support for a Palestinian state). These
factors apparently served to reduce the identity threat in that they contributed to the view that the
territories did not constitute a vital or essential part of our existence, and that, rather, a
compromise on the territories might even provide greater security. Once the leadership change
occurred and the Oslo period began, the previously strong emotional or psychological factors
such as hatred, fear, and victimhood gave way to hope and a degree of confidence. Albeit
somewhat surprising, given the depth of such feelings, this development may have been at least
aided by two additional elements: first, the fact of an actual agreement (which included explicit
recognition of Israel’s right to exist and concrete benefits for Israel); and, second, trust, not in the
enemy but in a leader who possessed solid security credentials and known to have shared much
of the public’s skepticism (some would have said realism) in the past.

The element of trust in the leadership was lost with the assassination of Rabin. Peres did not
have sufficient security credentials to weather the difficult challenges of the Hamas terror attacks
in early 1996, and he had a reputation for dovishness and over-optimism (apparent in his often
mocked vision of a “new Middle East”). The work of the spoilers played a major role in the
failure, along with flaws in the agreements themselves – and their implementation or lack
thereof, which both strengthened the spoilers and contributed to a loss of what little trust had
begun to develop between the two publics. It is not easy to undo or eliminate ingrained fears and
an inherent sense of victimhood, or to overcome years of hatred and dehumanization of the
enemy. Thus, it is not surprising that these sentiments began to re-emerge with the
disappointment over Oslo. Yet, they were not to dominate entirely or to fully eradicate the
progress that had been made at least with regard to the public’s attitude toward the importance
(or lack thereof) of the territories and its willingness to compromise even if it dampened the
belief that compromise was, in fact, possible. It was on this basis that an effort to revive and
complete the Oslo process could and would be initiated when Labor returned to power in May
1999. Subsequent leaders were to admit the importance of the transformation that had, in fact,
occurred in the conflict itself with the mutual recognition of Israel and the Palestinians and their
respective rights that was the essence of the Oslo breakthrough. The rise of Hamas and the return
of Netanyahu challenged these achievements through the use of past methods of violence,



intimidation, and manipulation of fears.
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7 Oslo II

Barak and Camp David

While Netanyahu, who won the May 1996 elections by a very narrow majority, announced the
Likud-led government’s willingness to continue the Oslo agreements, he did almost nothing in
the way of implementation. In fact, he was later unwittingly filmed boasting to settlers that by
interpreting the Accords as he wished – for example, defining designated military zones in a way
that suited him – he “stopped the Oslo Accord” unconcerned about the US reaction because
“America is a thing you can move very easily, move it in the right direction … they won’t get in
our way.”1 Although Palestinian violence had greatly diminished due to Arafat’s crackdown on
Hamas elements in the spring of 1996, three days of violence broke out in the fall of 1996 in
response to the government’s opening of a controversial tunnel under the Temple Mount (Haram
al-Sharif). This prompted the Americans, with the help of King Hussein, to press Netanyahu to
implement the long delayed withdrawal from most of Hebron in January 1997.2 When other
obligations and further redeployments failed to materialize, the Americans organized another
meeting between Netanyahu and Arafat which produced the Wye River Memorandum, signed on
23 October 1998. This provided specific percentages and times for the remaining redeployments,
along with other previously promised Israeli obligations (release of prisoners, opening of a safe
passage between Gaza and the West Bank, etc.), while the Palestinians were committed to
various security measures, anti-incitement, and a second abrogation of the PLO Covenant
(demanded by the Likud since the first abrogation had failed to produce a new written version of
the document). Most significantly, for the first time, the Americans were made part of the
agreement; they were to provide monitoring and actual participation in an Israeli–Palestinian–US
security coordination committee and to facilitate the final status talks. President Clinton himself
was to address a Palestine National Council (PNC) meeting once again abrogating the Covenant,
which he did in Gaza in December 1998. The promised airport in Gaza was opened; but almost
no other part of the Wye Memorandum was implemented on the Israeli side. Netanyahu
suspended it before the end of the year on the grounds that the Palestinians were not abiding by
their security obligations.3 His period in office ended in May 1999 with almost all the Oslo II
requirements – in particular, the last redeployment, prisoner releases, safe passage between Gaza
and the West Bank, still pending and final status talks frozen since 1996.

Camp David
The virtual abandonment of Oslo became, actually, a factor favorable to a positive change and
revival of the initial Oslo breakthrough. While there was widespread dissatisfaction with the
Netanyahu government on domestic issues, the loss of any forward momentum, accompanied by



clear signs of American frustration with Israel, was at least one factor in the decisive electoral
victory of Ehud Barak and his party in the May 1999 elections.4 Despite the flaws of the Oslo
Accords – indeed, the failure of the process – and the disappointment that had led to Netanyahu’s
1996 victory, the majority of Israelis still supported Oslo and, even more so, negotiations with
the Palestinians (though not with Syria).

A further factor that might provide for renewed breakthrough was the fact that Barak won a
decisive victory over Netanyahu (in Israel’s first and only direct election of the prime minister),
and he created a broad coalition of his Labor party (renamed One Israel), Meretz, Israeli
b’Aliyah (the Russian immigrant party), Shas, the Center Party, and Yahdut HaTorah, adding
slightly later the National Religious Party (NRP). The coalition guidelines were clearly in favor
of resumed efforts for peace, and domestic expectations were high. Moreover, Barak himself had
a good deal of legitimacy not only by his personal election but also due to his stature as Israel’s
most decorated soldier, a former chief of staff of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF), and, as
promoted in Labor’s electoral campaign and asserted by Barak himself, Rabin’s protégé destined
to continue Rabin’s legacy.5 International expectations were also high, especially among the
American administration, which was both relieved and more than anxious to assist in an
invigoration of the peace process. So, too, the regional actors – namely, Egypt and Jordan – were
hopeful Barak would bring a welcome change. Most importantly, perhaps, the Palestinians were
pleased with Barak’s victory. They were encouraged by the view of Barak as Rabin’s successor
(and the coalition guidelines that promised to halt the construction of new settlements that had
characterized the Netanyahu government). Moreover, Barak’s initial pronouncements contained
many references to his wish to rebuild trust and partnership toward peace.

Table 7.1
Month Negotiations Index Oslo Index Syria Index
January 64.5 52.3 42.1
February 65.7 52.8 43.9
March 64.5 55.2 43.6
April 66.8 56.8 42.9
May 67.1 54.5 42.9
June 65 52.1 42.8
July 64.7 55.7 47
Support for Negotiations – 1999, adapted from Tamar Hermann and Ephraim Yaar, Peace Index – 1999 (Israel Democracy
Institute, Peace Index Archive, www.idi.org.il). See also, Asher Arian, Israeli Public Opinion on National Security 1999, (Tel
Aviv: JCSS-Tel-Aviv University, 1999).

Yet, the promising beginning notwithstanding, the first weeks of Barak’s term bore the seeds
of the ultimate failure of Oslo. Preferring the Syrian track, primarily because of his promise to
withdraw all Israeli forces, finally, from Lebanon within a year, Barak postponed the remaining
Wye obligations, most notably further redeployments. To allay Palestinian concerns and US
pressure over this abandonment of an official agreement, Barak agreed to make a formal
commitment to his new plan in the form of the Sharm el-Sheikh Memorandum of 4 September
1999. This specified a new timeline for the final redeployments and called for the drafting within
five months (by January 2000) of a framework agreement for a final accord (primarily agreement

http://www.idi.org.il


on the core issues) – that is, still another accord which itself was to be concluded within a year,
by 13 September 2000. Barak delayed the opening even of these “framework” talks, and, after
many difficulties and unfulfilled promises, he carried out only a fraction of even the Sharm
commitments. In January he announced indefinite delay of further redeployments on the grounds
that final status talks were now underway.

In fact, the real reason for this critical decision was different: Barak had abstained from the
1995 vote on Oslo II because of his opposition to further redeployments, and in connection with
Wye, he told the Knesset just four days after the Sharm memorandum that: “implementation of
the redeployments as stipulated in the Wye Memorandum schedule was potentially harmful to
the political and security interests of the state of Israel,” since Israel would be leaving territory –
that is, giving up “assets,” without obtaining anything in return – a quid pro quo that could come
only in final status negotiations.6

Talks of various kinds and at different levels took place between January 2000 and the July
2000 summit at Camp David: Clinton’s team, often joined by Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright, met with both Barak and Arafat and their respective negotiators; two sets of final status
talks – both secret but one considered a particularly secret “back channel,” and more individual
contacts via emissaries of a totally unofficial nature.7 Aside from issues connected with the Wye
and Sharm commitments, and gestures requested (e.g., Arafat’s request that Israel withdraw from
three villages around Jerusalem to offset the delay of the last redeployment), differences arose
not only over the issues of Jerusalem and security but even the very need to discuss these issues
and at what level. With the Syrian talks now collapsed, Barak authorized a round of secret high-
level talks (in Stockholm) on permanent status issues, conducted by Shlomo Ben-Ami and
Gilead Sher with Abu Ala and Hassan Asfour. Some progress was made in these talks, though
Barak himself was not amenable to all the compromises suggested by the negotiators. A
stalemate appeared to have been reached, and Barak decided the time had come for real
decisions, which he maintained could only be made at the leadership level. Moreover, there was
renewed pressure of a possible PLO unilateral declaration of a state at the September deadline,
and on the ground there had been renewed, albeit brief, Palestinian violence on Nakba Day
(Arabic for catastrophe, the anniversary of the founding of the state of Israel). Barak now pushed
for the Americans to organize a summit. Generally the Israelis (at least as expressed by two
central negotiators, Shlomo Ben-Ami and Gilead Sher, along with Barak himself) believed
Arafat was avoiding any final decisions; the Palestinians thought they were being pushed into a
trap; and the Americans thought the two sides were far too apart on the issues to warrant a
summit. Nonetheless, with US elections in November (and the party conventions in the late
summer), the Americans conceded to Barak’s pressure to move ahead. According to Ross, who
was present, in gaining Arafat’s agreement Clinton promised the Palestinian leader that he
“would not blame Arafat if a summit failed.”8

One might argue that there were still, nevertheless, some favorable factors that might provide
a breakthrough. For example, there was Barak’s promise, determination, and interest in reaching
an agreement, particularly after his failure with the Syrians and his weakening political position.
For Arafat, there was the opportunity – perhaps for the first time – to achieve statehood, for
although Barak spoke publicly only of “separation” between Israelis and Palestinians,
preliminary talks had clearly referred to an agreement that would include a Palestinian state.9



And public opinion on both sides still favored an agreement – in the case of Israeli Jews, even
with the prospect that a Palestinian state would result.10 In addition, there was a US president
seeking to complete what had begun on his White House lawn in 1993, and to do this in the little
time left of his term in office.

Yet, the Camp David summit was convened in an atmosphere of extreme mistrust on the part
of Israeli and Palestinian protagonists. Arafat felt deceived by Barak’s earlier preference for
Syrian talks and his reneging not only on the Wye agreements but even on his, Barak’s, own
subsequent commitments, including withdrawal from one or two of the Jerusalem villages as
promised.11 As he told Ross on one occasion, if Barak could not deliver even on the matter of
the villages, how could he be expected to deliver on the big issues?12 Barak, for his part,
believed Arafat to have been devious, purposely non-committal, and not really interested in
making peace with Israel. Only if Arafat were pressed to the wall – that is, forced to make a
decision – would this view be proven true or false in what was understood by Sher, and the
Americans, to be Barak’s process of “unmasking” Arafat.13

Domestic political factors also contributed to the inauspicious convening of the Camp David
summit. Barak’s coalition had been steadily losing no-confidence votes in the Knesset; coalition
partners were voting against government-supported bills; Ahdut Hatorah had resigned in 1999
(over a religious matter); and other parties, particularly Shas, threatened repeatedly to resign. As
Camp David drew nearer, right wing non-governmental organizations (NGOs) took to the streets
in noisy disturbances and large demonstrations, which were only meekly met by counter-
demonstration from the peace camp. Finally, on the eve of Camp David, Shas, the NPR, and
Israel b’Aliyah all left the government because of the summit, and Foreign Minister David Levy
announced that he would not attend. Thus Barak went to Camp David as the leader of a minority
government, facing demands for new elections. Amnon Lipkin-Shahat said later that Barak
wanted to move swiftly to a summit because “opponents of the peace process were ready and
eager to take action and unless the move was swift, the cabinet would have to face protracted
demonstrations and campaigns.”14 It might be argued that Barak’s precarious political position
was, in fact, one of the reasons for his haste to hold a decisive summit. Success might redeem
him while failure would be presented as his “unmasking” of Arafat and proof of his, Barak’s,
steadfast adherence to Israel’s interests. Whether this was Barak’s motivation or not, his
domestic political problems did not bode well for the flexibility and courage that would be
needed to achieve a breakthrough at Camp David – a factor that was already evident with regard
to Barak’s “cold feet” (as Uri Sagie put it) at the Shepherdstown talks with Syria.15 It did not
help matters that Arafat, too, had to face internal political differences. These were broadly related
to the failure of Oslo but also to tension between local leaders and returning PLO officials,
dissatisfaction with corruption and dictatorial methods of the Palestinian Authority (PA),
juggling for power within Fatah and the PLO, all aggravated now by the fact that Arafat was
virtually coerced by the Americans to agree to a precipitous summit for which neither he nor his
colleagues believed the ground sufficiently prepared.16

Given this background, it is not surprising that Barak and Arafat did not directly negotiate at
Camp David; their teams met – collectively, individually, and in committees, while Clinton (and
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright plus aides) met directly with the two leaders individually



as well as with members of the teams. The purpose was to formulate a Framework Agreement –
that is, principles regarding the core issues of the final status for the West Bank (including
Jerusalem); but in essence the negotiations sought to delineate just how a final agreement, with a
Palestinian state, would look. Thus, the major issues – and disagreements – revolved around
borders, which was directly connected with the issue of the settlements – namely, the number of
settlers who would have to be moved or might be accommodated, perhaps with the introduction
of land swaps; security, primarily the issue of an Israeli presence in the Jordan Rift Valley and
control of the border with Jordan, early warning stations, use of air space and the like; refugees –
namely, the right of return, Israeli acknowledgment of responsibility, return only to the
Palestinian state; and the issue of Jerusalem, focusing on sovereignty over East Jerusalem, the
Old City, the holy places – specifically the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif area. Formal
agreement was not reached on any issue and positions of each side changed sometimes numerous
times, with differences between proposals – even apparent agreement – in committee sessions,
on the one hand, and the views of the respective leaders, on the other. Moreover, due primarily to
Barak’s fear of leaks (that might hurt his already weak political position at home), there was no
formal record kept beyond individual note taking, and no formal written proposals. Thus, it is not
easy to determine the exact or necessarily final positions of either side.17

Barak’s proposals, presented to Clinton after a week of the talks, were as follows: Israel was to
maintain 9 percent of the West Bank with the possibility of a 1 percent swap of an area south of
the Gaza Strip; this would include annexation of a strip of land along the Jordan River. In
addition, there would be an Israeli military presence (i.e., military control) in another 10 percent
(possibly 6 percent) within the Jordan Rift Valley for no more than 12 years (down from an
original plan for 20 years).18 In the course of the talks, Barak raised the percentage Israel would
hold permanently to 13 percent, finally settling on 10–12 percent depending, for example, on
inclusion of the safe passage from Gaza to the West Bank or other small areas.19 Security
arrangements were not specified in the first offer, but Barak apparently agreed to an international
presence at some point on the Jordan River border; he sought five warning stations (subsequently
reduced to three) and access roads in case of an emergency. His position by the end of the talks
included demilitarization of the Palestinian state.

While he spoke only of a satisfactory solution to the refugee problem, his position in the talks
rejected any reference to UN Resolution 194 (of 1949) since it was viewed by the Palestinians as
according the right of return for all refugees (the relevant clause: “Resolves that the 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”).20 Barak did allow for unlimited “return” to the Palestinian
state (as if this were a concession) but not to Israel, with the exception of limited numbers (at one
point suggesting 7,000–10,000 over ten years),21 through family reunification arrangements, as
was the practice already, in any case. Nor would Israel accept responsibility for creation of the
refugee problem although it would participate in international efforts of compensation and
resettlement.22 Thus, Barak held to Israel’s traditional position on the refugees, which derived
from the fear of an influx of even a small percentage of the 3 to 4 million Palestinian refugees
that might eventually put the Jewish population in the minority within the state of Israel.23 With
regard to Jerusalem, Barak offered Palestinian sovereignty in the Muslim and Christian quarters



of the Old City and in seven or eight of the nine outlying East Jerusalem neighborhoods (within
the municipal borders expanded by Israel in 1967) and “custodianship” over the Temple
Mount/Haram al-Sharif area, but under Israeli sovereignty. There was also the idea of functional
autonomy (zoning, planning, security, law enforcement) for the “inner ring” of East Jerusalem.
At various stages in the talks, Barak retreated on some of these ideas, but he also eventually
added to them – for example, he was willing to include a few neighborhoods in the inner ring for
the Palestinians (though would concede only “symbolic sovereignty” to them). He also added the
idea of a Presidential Compound in the Old City and the often mentioned idea of expanding the
border to include the village of Abu Dis, which could be the seat of the Palestinian capital.24
And he also seemed amenable to various ideas of “functional sovereignty” for the Palestinians or
Israeli “residual sovereignty” or Palestinian “custodianship” over the mosques on the Temple
Mount/Haram al-Sharif, but added the demand that Jews be permitted to pray on the Temple
Mount/Haram al-Sharif. Barak took his Jerusalem offers off the table altogether in the last days
of the talks in angry response to Arafat’s rejection of American proposals (an incident we will
discuss below). With whatever terms Barak offered on Jerusalem, he demanded that the
agreement declare the conflict ended.

Map 7.1 1 Israeli Proposal Camp David 2000
Source: Shaul Arieli

The Palestinians considered any Israeli presence in the West Bank or control (including roads
and air space) to be a violation of their sovereignty, though at one point Arafat was apparently
willing to allow early warning stations (though no permanent Israeli military presence25). The
only map the Palestinians would show gave Israel 2.5 percent of the West Bank for settlements
(and access roads to them from Israel).26 In the course of the talks, and in response to heavy
pressure from Clinton, Arafat reportedly accepted some of the Americans’ and Barak’s ideas,
including even unequal swaps, compromise wording on the refugee issue (i.e., no specific



demand for “right of return,” but nonetheless reference to Resolution 194), and agreement to an
“end of conflict” stipulation in the final accord (provided all the issues were resolved).27 The
major sticking point was East Jerusalem. Arafat would not compromise on the issue of
sovereignty, particularly (though not only) over the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif. His basic
position was simply for each to keep its own areas – namely, East Jerusalem Palestinian, West
Jerusalem Israeli, though he gradually agreed to speak of dividing the Old City quarters and
Israeli sovereignty over the Western Wall (the bottom of the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif as
distinct from the top, where the mosques stood). However, the critical issue, around which the
final discussions revolved, was sovereignty over the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif itself. His
main argument was his responsibility to the entire Muslim world (“a billion Muslims will never
forgive me”) if he relinquished Haram al-Sharif, Islam’s third holiest site, and that he would
rather kill himself.28 Thus, at least in the eyes of the Americans, Jerusalem became the key; if
the Jerusalem issue were resolved agreement might be reached on the other issues.29 Clinton
personally sought assistance from various Arab leaders, but none was willing to weaken Arafat
on this issue.

When no Framework Agreement had been reached by the time Clinton had to leave for a G-8
meeting in Asia, it was decided that instead of disbanding as planned, the delegations would stay
at Camp David and work with Albright until Clinton’s return. Before departing, the Americans
had presented a bridging proposal on the issue of Jerusalem: Palestinian custodianship over the
mosques and churches, sovereignty in the Muslim and Christian quarters of the Old City, Israeli
sovereignty in the Armenian and Jewish quarters and in the inner circle neighborhoods of East
Jerusalem, plus functional autonomy for the inner circle. Arafat rejected the proposal (Barak was
not entirely happy with it either and Clinton criticized him for retreating on previous
positions30). To persuade the Israelis to remain while he was away, Clinton apparently told
Barak that Arafat had agreed to the bridging proposal, or according to a different version, that
Arafat agreement would be secured and so negotiations could then take place (in Clinton’s
absence) on the basis of that proposal.31 To Arafat, he merely said that Barak agreed to stay, at
the very least leaving the impression that they would negotiate the Jerusalem issue.32 It was left
to Albright to explain to Barak that, in fact, Arafat had not agreed to the American proposal, to
which Barak responded by saying that there would be no formal discussions at all and secluded
himself in his cabin more or less for the duration. In the two days of talks after Clinton’s return,
Barak took his own Jerusalem offer off the table, and the Palestinians, for their part, retreated on
some of their positions regarding refugees and security. Finally, hoping that a solution on
Jerusalem might provide the sorely needed breakthrough, the Americans concentrated on the
issue of the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif – to no avail. Neither Barak nor Arafat would
compromise on sovereignty over the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif. And so Camp David
ended, with the US president complementing Barak for his efforts, by implication blaming
Arafat for the failure.

The inauspicious circumstances of the convening of Camp David certainly were important
factors contributing to the failure, but other factors also played a role. The public Israeli version
spoke to innate fears and emotions of Israelis, attributing the failure to a Palestinian insistence on
the right of return of the refugees – something that resonates with the Israeli public as a
Palestinian wish to flood Israel with Arabs and thus eliminate the Jewish state, along with a



demand to dividing Jerusalem, thereby denying and depriving Israel of a symbol of its historical
legitimacy. The Palestinian version was that Israel sought to create a truncated entity divided into
cantons, each surrounded and thereby controlled externally by Israel (in terms of movement of
goods, people, and so forth), bereft of sovereignty due to continued Israeli military presence in
the Jordan Rift Valley and elsewhere, along with continued occupation of East Jerusalem.33
Actually, each side blamed the other, claiming in mirror-like accounts that the other side refused
to budge from its positions. Behind this was the claim that an underlying factor was the negative
motivation of the other side: that Arafat (or Barak) did not come to the summit intending to reach
an agreement. Whether true or not, this claim points to the important factor of trust, or rather
mistrust, as each leader viewed the other as harboring “devious objectives.”34 It is impossible,
perhaps, to know if Barak (like Rabin) believed that Arafat would ultimately accept Israel’s
conditions for an agreement, but he was clearly skeptical and even contemptuous of Arafat’s
intentions, as evidenced by his idea of “unmasking” the Palestinian leader. Arafat seems to have
had few if any illusions that Barak would make an offer that the Palestinians could accept, which
may be why he did not put any counter proposals on the table. At most, the Palestinians
surmised, Israel would try to force an accord on them, on Israeli terms (and with American
assistance), seeking agreement to an “end of conflict” without resolving all the issues, in
particular Jerusalem.35 Some members of his delegation even admitted that Arafat did not
expect or try to reach an agreement (“we just did not engage” Mahmud Rashid told Aaron David
Miller).36 Moreover, Arafat was similarly mistrustful of the Americans, viewing them as tied to
the Israelis rather than an “honest broker.”

Mistrust related not only to the motivation or intentions of the parties but also led to
misunderstandings and prevented progress. There was a tendency to disbelieve each other’s
arguments or explanations – for example, their references to problems of domestic public
opinion. Arafat thought Barak was simply making up his alleged domestic political problems,
while Barak never seemed to believe that Arafat really did have to prove his steadfastness to his
own public. Albright reports that Barak “dismissed the idea that Arafat needed help controlling
Palestinian extremists.”37 Of particular importance was Israel’s refusal to take seriously Arafat’s
claims of responsibility to the Palestinians and to the Muslim world for the matter of Jerusalem.
Exaggerated declarations that concessions on Jerusalem would “kill him” did nothing to weaken
Israeli skepticism.38 Actually, Indyk also was skeptical and believed that Arafat simply used the
Jerusalem issue as a way of ending the talks “honorably” in the eyes of his public.39 Of no less
importance, however, was Arafat’s failure to understand Israel’s attachment to Jerusalem,
specifically the Temple Mount, and Barak’s unbending attitude on the matter. Seizing on what he
claimed was Barak’s “surprising” demand for the right of Jews to pray on the Temple Mount
(something actually banned by Israel throughout the occupation, for religious as well as security
reasons), Arafat dismissed the purported Israeli interests (and thus, by implication, legitimacy) in
Jerusalem as a simple fabrication, claiming the Jews’ ancient temple had actually been in
Nablus.40

If mistrust and mutual suspicions were the main factors in the failure is difficult to determine,
for other factors also played a negative role – whatever element of trust or mistrust was at play.
A number of participants point to the process itself – namely, the absence of structure,



organization, strict agenda, or timeline. Because work was in committees and people usually
dealt with a specific topic, the overall picture and possibility of trade-offs got lost. Positions
raised informally or even in a committee were often changed or ignored or somehow lost in the
shuffle (sometimes the result of differing positions, possibly power struggles, within the
delegations). The role of the Americans is blamed for much of the procedural anarchy, according
to most of the American participants themselves. As Miller put it, “we did not run the summit,
the summit ran us.”41 Clinton did not maintain a structure or provide firm guidelines, and he did
not play a strong enough direct role (despite his angry outbursts against Barak and also against
Abu Ala). The Americans often failed to follow up on proposals or suggestions, and they
announced – and then abandoned – procedures (usually after Israeli objections or Palestinian
recalcitrance). Clinton lost the earlier trust he had enjoyed from Arafat by actually behaving as
the Palestinians feared he might – namely, consulting first with the Israelis, and only then
presenting (and often adjusting) American proposals to the Palestinians. This was in keeping
with Clinton’s promise to Barak that there would be no surprises, but it greatly reduced, if not
destroyed, his efficacy as a mediator. In fact, by the end, and despite frustrations over zigzagging
in Israeli positions and an effort to maintain impartiality, Clinton (and the whole US team)
believed that Barak was taking unprecedented steps to reach an agreement, particularly in his
unexpected willingness to discuss any arrangements at all regarding Jerusalem. This positive
attitude to Barak, however, was reflected in US pressure on Arafat, contributing to the
Palestinians’ sense of US–Israeli collusion. In addition, the Americans’ role was weakened by
the fact that they had failed to appreciate the central role that was to be played by the Jerusalem
issue and, therefore, they had not prepared any of their Arab allies to weigh in on the issue of the
Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif. The result was a last minute – unsuccessful – American
scramble to garner Arab support for a compromise (while the Palestinians and even the Israelis
had kept various Arab leaders informed on a regular basis).

More basic to the procedural issues and US conduct of the summit, an important factor was
the asymmetry of the talks. Israel was, indeed, the powerful side, and it held all the cards for the
most part. The impression the Israelis gave, implicitly and sometimes even explicitly, was that
Israel was “giving” the Palestinians something, often referring to Barak’s “generosity” (which, it
was said, should not be expected from subsequent Israeli leaders). Unlike negotiations over the
Sinai or the Golan Heights, Israeli leaders did not view this as a negotiation over territory
belonging to the other side but, rather, as “disputed” land (the official version) or even “ours.”
The Israelis of Camp David may not have felt the same emotional “rights of ancient ownership”
that the previous Labor leaders (including Rabin) felt for the West Bank; but their attitude and
proposals clearly ignored the fact that the Palestinians viewed Palestine as their historic
homeland – and not something the Israelis could “give them” or not.42 Actually, the Palestinian
point of view was that they were the ones who were “giving” inasmuch as they had agreed in
1988 (and in Oslo) to settle for just 22 percent of mandated Palestine, abandoning 78 percent to
Israel, in favor of a state in just the West Bank (including East Jerusalem) and the Gaza Strip.
This had been their “historic compromise,” but now Israel was asking them to make further
compromises. Here, too, the Israeli negotiating style played a role, for despite the asymmetry of
power (evident in their attitude), Israelis conducted negotiations as if they were on a level
playing field, expecting bargaining of a tit-for-tat nature, a give and take, that the Palestinians –
as the party under occupation – felt they could not and need not match. Indeed, in their eyes they



were the wronged party, the victim of past (and present injustices), and as typically the case in
asymmetrical negotiations, the less powerful party, the Palestinians, appealed to justice, and
international law, while the stronger party, Israel, countered with the future benefits that the
Palestinians stood to gain.43

A further factor that did not help this situation was Barak’s personality. As already evident in
the Syrian talks, Barak’s style could only be described as arrogant and cold. Clinton and even
Barak’s own negotiators tried to warn him of the problem and soften his approach. In the pre-
Camp David talks, Sher warned him against speaking as if delivering “an edict from the
conqueror to the conquered,” and at Camp David Yossi Ginossar, who had long been in back
channel, personal contact with Arafat, criticized Barak for “always dictating to them.” Ben-Ami
added that Arafat perceived Barak’s “high-handed manner” as “disrespectful.”44 Albright spoke
of Barak’s “people skills leaving much to be desired. He let people know that he thought he was
smarter than them … not a smart tactic.”45 Clinton referred to this as “cultural differences,”
which he listed as one of the reasons for the failure of the talks.46 But in addition to personality,
Barak’s tactics were also problematic. He did not want to reveal his bottom line or even
principles lest Arafat use them as a basis or mere starting point for further concessions. He
preferred to leave his final positions to the very last. In a way similarly to Rabin, Barak did not
even trust the Americans not to give away his, Barak’s cards. Thus, his approach was all or
nothing, which in the analysis of Malley and Agha, left Arafat fixated on potential traps, “fretting
about a potential ploy,” rather than searching for alternative proposals. Barak’s approach derived
also from his fear of leaks (which is why he did not want proposals in writing) lest Israeli
positions get out before there was a Palestinian quid pro quo. As in the talks with the Syrians,
Barak had his eye on domestic politics and potential spoilers at home. Part of his tactic in this
connection was to take tough positions and make harsh statements in public, which did little to
persuade the Palestinians that there was much to negotiate.

News that the issue of Jerusalem had been put on the table did leak out, and even as the
negotiators were contending with numerous obstacles, opponents in Israel launched vociferous
campaigns against Barak’s ostensible sell-out. Given the absence of a majority government on
the eve of Camp David and the decline in his personal support, Barak was particularly sensitive
to the news from home. Even before the summit, he had continued settlement building and
allowed the wild cat outpost construction in order to avoid alienating or provoking the settlers
and the National Religious Party.47 He had also sought to placate opponents – from the Center
Party as well as the right-wing – by using language similar to that of Rabin – namely, referring
often to his military past, his recognition of the “cost” of peace but also the “new life” that peace
would bring for Israelis, albeit without Rabin’s effort to tackle Israelis’ victimhood complex. He
even used Rabin’s comment of a “window of opportunity” of five to seven years, despite the fact
that seven years had passed since Rabin made that calculation. Generally, Barak not only
employed rhetoric similar to that of Rabin, he also invoked Rabin as his mentor (and, like Rabin,
he also referred to Menachem Begin’s compromise for peace as a form of legitimacy in the eyes
of the right-wing).48 Further, he promised a referendum, to placate his opponents, though public
opinion polls were quite favorable regarding a peace accord prior to Camp David. Nonetheless,
Barak may have been justified in his concern over the power of the spoilers. There were
members of his own team – non-party experts or, for example, the Center Party MK Dan



Meridor, who reflected some of the spoilers’ or at least more conservative views. Meridor,
originally (and later once again) a member of the Likud, told Ross at the end of the summit: “I
personally feel we were lucky Arafat did not agree because we were giving up too much.”49 He
was not alone at Camp David in thinking this, and it was just this reaction that Barak had
repeatedly warned of and, indeed, anticipated throughout the talks. Thus, potential rejection
within Israel operated, as it had with Syria, as an important factor in the failure of the summit,
weighing as it did on each issue discussed (as it did for the Palestinians as well).50 However, it
also reflected a related factor, evident also in the Syrian talks: a failure of leadership on the part
of Barak.

With regard to the issues themselves, the potential domestic political battle at home also
operated as a factor. Similarly to the negotiations with Syria, “security” – while invoked and
sought (in the form of early warning stations and a presence in the Jordan Rift Valley) – was
viewed by Barak equally if not more as a matter of domestic public opinion than pure security.
The demands on security are often attributed to the influence of military people in the
negotiations, and Ben-Ami was to explain that “peace, just like war, has always been a military
or militarized affair in Israel” because of the strong involvement of the security establishment.
As a matter of fact, some of the issues of early warning stations and access were brought up by
the military experts at Camp David.51 But other factors were also at play. As we have seen, even
Rabin, despite his explanations to Clinton that changes in the nature of warfare reduced the
importance of some of these measures, still sought an Israeli presence, even apparently
sovereignty over the Jordan Rift Valley, mainly out of mistrust that a peace agreement would
last. At Camp David Abu Ala was to remark (as had both King Hussein and Hafez al-Asad
before him) that “Instead of making peace, you [Israelis] always look more as if you are getting
ready for the next war.”52 However, in preparatory talks with the Israeli delegation (including
Sher), Major-General Shlomo Yanai had noted that expanding the narrow waist of the country
was far more important for Israel’s security than the Jordan Rift Valley. From a hard security
point of view, there was no need for full Israeli control or sovereignty over the Jordan Rift
Valley, even if these were desirable. Noting this IDF estimate (which was ultimately accepted, in
part, by Barak at Camp David53), Sher explained that, in fact, the issue of the IDF presence in
that area was more of a psychological one than security. Its function was to relieve the anxieties
of the Israeli public.54 Presumably, it was also a matter of responding to the political spoilers on
the right. Barak opened almost every public exposition of his peace policy with the imperative of
maintaining Israel’s security, and like his predecessors, he did not believe that a peace agreement
would bring “the peace of Europe” in the short run.55 Yet, this did not appear to be an overriding
factor, as it had been for Rabin and others before, perhaps because of the changed circumstances
as explained by Yanai. It fact, while Barak appeared to remain steadfast on the security demands,
this issue may have been on its way out, so to speak, as a “deal breaker.” Rather, in the
negotiations, Barak seemed more concerned to demonstrate to the home-front that he had not in
any way sacrificed or neglected Israel’s security needs.

The new deal-breaker was contained in the various border proposals – namely, the number of
settlers who could be accommodated determining the amount of land to be annexed by Israel and
the amount left for the Palestinian state. This issue, along with the matter of land swaps, was not



determined primarily by security considerations. The problem of Israel’s narrow waist (and
therefore the future Palestinian border with Israel) that carried the danger of Israel being split
into two by an attack was to be dealt with primarily by the demand for demilitarization of the
Palestinian state and the ban on entry of any foreign army west of the Jordan River. Yet, the
main consideration regarding this border and the amount of land to be annexed by Israel was, in
fact, determined by the matter of the settlers. Barak’s criterion was accommodation of at least 80
percent of the settlers (in settlement blocs adjacent to and absorbed by Israel). Given the number
of settlers at this time, even this “concession” on the border would have meant moving tens of
thousands of settlers – a practical if not ideological issue, on the domestic front, rather than a
security problem. In fact, the talks at Camp David may have marked the point at which the deal-
breaking security issues were beginning to take second place (due to changes in the nature of
warfare) to a new deal-breaker: the settlements as the determining factor for the Palestinian
border. This had been the very intention of the right-wing advocates of the settlement enterprise,
but it was little different from Labor’s objective when it began building settlements in 1967 in
order to create “facts on the ground” to stake a claim to the territory. The major difference was in
numbers, for in the interim the number of settlers, under later Labor and Likud governments,
including those of Rabin, Peres, and Barak, had grown from some 1,500 West Bank settlers in
1972 (the first year for which official statistics are available) to 198,300 by the end of 2000.56
Thus, the “1967 border” would now become a domestic issue of the first order not because of
security considerations and not only because of ideological opposition, but because of the very
practical issue of evacuating tens of thousands of settlers.

Solutions for the city of Jerusalem were also weighed largely along the lines of what could be
sold to the public, given the already proven divisive nature of the issue.57 Thus, the Israeli
delegation held intense discussions not only regarding what the Palestinians might accept but
what the public at home could take regarding “dividing Jerusalem.” Dani Yatom urged de-
mystifying the issue for the negotiations, recalling how Israel had changed (and manipulated) the
borders of the city according to various interests. Joined by the two military men Lipkin-Shahat
and Yanai, as well as the diplomat Oded Eran, they broke down the matter to just what were the
important aspects of the Jerusalem issue. (“What is this Jerusalem of ours that we do not want to
divide?” asked Yanai.)58 And so the discussion focused on mundane considerations of
demography and daily life in the city – as distinct from what they viewed as the historic–
symbolic importance of the city for Arafat. Reacting to this, Elyakim Rubenstein, the religious
member of the delegation, expressed his discomfort with this way of treating the issue on the
grounds that maintaining the “internal cohesion of Israeli society [presumably dependent upon a
united Jerusalem] is more important.”59 Yet, most agreed that it was primarily, if not only, the
Temple Mount that constituted Israelis’ emotional and historic attachment to East Jerusalem and
therefore this was the issue upon which they should concentrate. Yatom called this site of the
two ancient temples “the cradle of Jewish culture”; Barak called it the “the anchor of the Zionist
endeavor, even though this effort was largely secular.” He may have simply been carried away
by the rhetoric (indeed, Ben Gurion might have taken issue with Barak’s characterization); but
this is what had Barak worried. He saw the issue of the Temple Mount within the context of the
weighty nature of the decision he would have to take inasmuch as this was the aspect of the issue
that would have repercussions, as he said, “for millions of people.”60 Compromise could be



made on practical, territorial matters, such as the various neighborhoods of the city or the
quarters in the Old City, but it would be virtually impossible to take on the prospect of giving
sovereignty of the Temple Mount to the Palestinians. Just prior to Camp David, a poll indicated
some 89 percent of Israelis were opposed even to a Palestinian capital in East Jerusalem.61
Jerusalem was an issue of public opinion, but it also touched on an additional factor linked to
identity, history, and religion. Nonetheless, Barak himself fully understood that there would be
no agreement on “end of conflict” without a solution to the Jerusalem issue. Similarly to his
dilemma (and his failure) in the case of Syria, he apparently was not certain that the first – “end
of conflict” – would outweigh the domestic opposition (or the support that would be lost) by
“dividing Jerusalem,” since that was the compromise necessary, though perhaps not sufficient,
for reaching a peace agreement with Arafat.

If Barak shied away from the political, maybe even public challenge of “dividing Jerusalem,”
his position on the refugee issue was not entirely dictated by such a factor. The “right of return”
of the refugees was a genuine concern of every Israeli government (and the public) because of
the demographic effect of a massive return envisaged by accepting this principle. Yet, there was
a possible compromise on the refugee issue that Barak avoided. Sher believed the Palestinians’
“core” position was more a demand for recognition of responsibility than actual return.62 And
this was, indeed, reflected in the formulations of the Palestinians’ avoidance in the talks of the
phrase “right of return” (until the final collapse of the talks). They sought Israeli
acknowledgment of responsibility for the creation of the problem, according greater attention to
the practical side of the issue – namely, numbers. Barak had demonstrated awareness of this
possible compromise, having publicly expressed “regret” over the suffering of the Palestinians;
nonetheless, he maintained the traditional Israeli position explicitly ruling out acknowledgement
of any Israeli responsibility for creation of the problem.63 Barak spoke mainly of a satisfactory
solution, and the issue was not the major focus of the negotiations. Ben-Ami maintained that this
was the main topic and obstacle in the talks, but he was alone of all the participants (at least
whose accounts are available); all the rest agreed without hesitation that Jerusalem (primarily the
Temple Mount/Haram Sharif) was the major issue and deal breaker. Post-factum, however, it
was politically more expedient for both Israelis and Palestinians to highlight disagreement over
the “right of return.”64 For the Israeli public this was an effective and acceptable explanation for
the failure; for the Palestinians it was important for the delegates to indicate that they did not
abandon the masses in refugee camps and the diaspora (as they had been accused of doing in the
Oslo Accords).

This is not to say that agreement was reached on all the issues besides Jerusalem; far from it.
Arafat was probably genuine in believing that he could not go back to his public (and the
hardliners in and outside the PLO, much less some in his own delegation) with a state that would
consist of less than the entire West Bank (22 percent of Palestine, with or without swaps) and
fractured into separate areas by Israeli access routes along with continued Israeli military
presence in the West Bank and sovereignty over the Muslim holy places (with only Palestinian
“custodianship”). Thus, assuming that these were, in fact, Israel’s final positions (what came to
be termed Barak’s “generous offer,65), one might well conclude that the major factor for the
failure of Camp David was that Israel’s maximum offer could not meet the Palestinians’
minimum needs, even though Barak did go further than any previous Israeli leader, including



Rabin. The fact that the two sides were simply too far apart on the issues was true at Camp
David, but if all the other factors or perhaps even some of them had not been present, or
different, it is possible that greater agreement could have been reached. Indeed, later negotiations
– under different leaders – would attest to this, as we shall see below.

Arafat expected further negotiations; having insisted that the summit was premature, he may
even have set out to prove this, proposing and expecting continued talks – which, in fact, did
ensue. Yet, neither Barak nor Clinton saw it this way, and Clinton, reneging on his earlier
promise not to place blame for failure on Arafat, praised Barak’s efforts, leaving little doubt as to
who the guilty party was in his eyes. While Clinton’s intention was to politically bolster Barak in
Israel, most of the American and Israeli participants agreed with Clinton’s analysis, even as they
acknowledged many other negative factors on their own part. In any case, Clinton (and Barak’s)
assignment of responsibility to Arafat would become a major factor in subsequent failures to
achieve a breakthrough.66

Talks actually did continue after Camp David, with two formal attempts once again at
resolution: the Clinton Parameters for an agreement presented by Clinton on 23 December 2000
and Israeli–Palestinian talks at Taba in January 2001. The Clinton Parameters were one last
attempt by Clinton, just weeks before leaving office, to overcome the differences between the
two sides on virtually all the core issues in order to reach an “end of conflict.” Building on the
various proposals that had been raised, and ignoring the phrase “right of return,” he came up with
options regarding resettlement of the refugees in other states, or in the Palestinian State, or in
Israel but granting Israel control over the number it would allow. These steps would then
constitute fulfillment of Resolution 194. On the territorial issue, the new state would be in Gaza
and 94–96 percent of the West Bank (the exact figure varied but was summarized by Clinton as
97 percent), compensated by 1–3 percent in land swaps. There would be an international
presence in the Jordan Rift Valley, gradually replacing the Israelis over a three-year period, with
a limited Israeli presence for an additional three years under international authority and with the
right to re-enter in case of emergency; three Israeli early warning stations with Palestinian
personnel as well for a period of ten years, to be renewed only by mutual consent; Palestinian
sovereignty over airspace (with agreements for Israeli use); and non-militarization (rather than
demilitarization) of the Palestinian state. On Jerusalem, the Clinton Parameters provided the
simple formula of Arab neighborhoods to be under Palestinian sovereignty, Jewish
neighborhoods under Israeli sovereignty (a far cry from the preferences of either Israel or the
Palestinians67) with a sharing of the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif: Palestinians on top, the
Israelis below (i.e., the Western Wall) and some agreement regarding excavations underground.
In sum, as Clinton put it, the Palestinians would get their capital in Jerusalem and the Israelis
would finally get recognition of their capital in a large part of Jerusalem. On all of these issues,
some of the Israeli demands were accommodated, some of the Palestinian demands, but
compromises and deviation from previous bottom lines would be necessary from both parties.

Clinton did not present the Parameters as a bridging proposal or starting point, but rather as a
plan to be accepted or rejected, leaving only details of implementation for negotiation. He gave a
four-day deadline, and clarified that if no agreement were concluded within two weeks (when he
would no longer be in office), these ideas would “be off the table.”68 Israel met the deadline and
agreed that the Parameters could be a “basis” for discussion on condition that Arafat also agreed,
adding a number of reservations regarding virtually all the security measures, borders, refugees,



the Old City and the Temple Mount.69 Clinton viewed these as within the Parameters. One
might speculate that Barak conditioned Israel’s acceptance of the Parameters to that of Arafat’s
acceptance in the expectation that Arafat would not, in fact, agree. There is no evidence one way
or another on this, but given Barak’s aversion to bucking public opinion, and the overwhelming
opposition of the public to the clauses of the Parameters, when published, Barak’s conditional
acceptance may have been purely tactical.70 Actually, Arafat neither agreed nor rejected the
Parameters, but rather presented reservations, suggestions, and questions, even in a meeting with
Clinton well after the deadline. Clinton records that while younger members of Arafat’s
entourage apparently pressed for acceptance, Arafat did not give a yes or a no until an
affirmative reply only 18 months later – long after Clinton was out of office.71

Map 7.2 Clinton Parameters (approximation)
Source: Copyright Washington Institute for Near East Policy, reprinted with permission



Despite the hiatus of the Clinton Parameters, Barak – now facing an election he was slated to
lose – made one more attempt. He sent what peace supporters termed a “dream team,” consisting
of dovish Labor and Meretz leaders, to meet with the Palestinians in Taba on the Israeli–
Egyptian border. Unofficial reports of the 18–27 January 2001 meeting attest to progress on most
issues, particularly on the refugee issue and also a retreat (approved by Barak) from the demand
for annexation of the strip along the Jordan River (though the demand for a military presence in
the Jordan Rift Valley for a period of time remained).72 However, Abu Ala, in the closing
statement on the meeting, not only ignored these advances but even referred to the Palestinian
demand for the “right of return” – code words (in the eyes of the Israeli public) for a Palestinian
plan to flood Israel with refugees and thereby end the state of Israel. Thus, although the final
statement was upbeat regarding some of the progress made and future possibilities, Taba could
only be understood as still another failure, this time with Israel’s most moderate negotiators.

There were factors that could have occasioned breakthroughs with Clinton’s Parameters and
the Taba meeting. Following a provocative visit by opposition leader Ariel Sharon (which Arafat
had urged Barak to prevent), violence had broken out on 28 September leading to a full-scale,
armed Intifada matched by broad use of the Israeli military. A desire to end the bloodshed, at
least in theory, could have operated as incentive to reach a breakthrough. There was also the
pressure of Clinton’s imminent departure from the presidency and therefore the wish to have an
agreement in place, possibly binding upon the incoming president. Finally, there was the fact that
the Israeli negotiators were, indeed, men who genuinely sought an agreement. Moreover, they
were sent by Barak in the hopes that their success would bring him victory in the elections two
weeks later.

Yet, negative factors were also at play. The violence of the al-Aksa Intifada served as “proof”
in the eyes of the Israeli public that Barak had been correct when he said after Camp David that
the Palestinians were not a partner for peace. Opinion polls showed a decline in support for a
Palestinian state, a shift to the right among the electorate, and an increase in the perception of the
Palestinians as a threat to Israel’s security – even existence – shortly after the beginning of the
Intifada.73 Linking the violence to the “right of return” demand was viewed as the continuation
of the Palestinians’ longstanding determination to “throw the Jews into the sea.” Government,
military, and media figures claimed (untruthfully as later was ascertained) that Arafat had
planned the uprising in advance with the goal of destroying Israel.74 Just as the violence could
and did work in the negative rather than a positive direction, Clinton’s imminent departure
weighed heavily against making any concessions since he would not be around to back them up
or pursue them. Nor was it likely that the incoming US president (from the opposite party) would
seek completion of his predecessor’s endeavors. Conversely, there were some who maintained
that Arafat held out because he thought he might get a better deal from George W. Bush, whose
family had oil interests tied to the Middle East and whose father had, in fact, been willing to take
a strong position against Israeli intransigence when president.75 Finally, there really was little
reason to believe that Barak could or would win the upcoming election in the atmosphere of
violence and opposition that had forced the dissolution of his unpopular government. His
successor, Ariel Sharon, was not only the leader of the right wing but in the eyes of many he was
a symbol for hardline Israeli positions and preferences for use of force. There was certainly no
reason to think that Sharon would adhere to or implement any agreement that might have been



made by Barak. Therefore, as with Clinton’s disappearance, so too with that of Barak, one may
conclude that there was little incentive for Palestinian concessions at this time. The Camp David
summit may have come too early for some, particularly the Palestinians, but its timing, in any
case, did not portend much success; the post-Camp David efforts clearly came too late.

The Camp David and post-Camp David peace efforts were not a total failure, however, for,
just as Oslo produced mutual recognition, these talks produced Israeli agreement, for the first
time, to the two-state solution, even though this was not proclaimed officially. Yet, mistrust, lack
of leadership, spoilers and public opinion, cultural clashes and personality issues, procedural
flaws, third party deficiencies, along with identity-related symbolism, and poor timing all played
a role. It is impossible to accord relative weight to these factors, but all or most contributed. The
failures of Camp David and the post-Camp David meetings were the product not only of
circumstances and developments particular to each of them, but also of the failure of Oslo and all
the factors that had brought that failure about.
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8 Olmert’s Near Breakthroughs

Annapolis Process and Syrian Talks

The failures of Oslo and Camp David spawned one of the most difficult and violent periods in
the Israeli–Palestinian conflict: the second Intifada (termed the al-Aksa Intifada by the
Palestinians) and Israeli military retaliation accompanied by reoccupation of areas in the West
Bank. In addition, there was periodic, heavy shelling on Israel from Hamas and Islamist groups
in Gaza and two major Israeli attacks on Gaza, along with a second war on Lebanon. A good part
of the period between Sharon’s replacement of Barak in the February 2001 elections and the
opening of the Annapolis Conference in November 2007 was spent in trying to end the violence
and forge a path to resumption of a peace process. But it was also a period of complex
developments inside both Israel and the Palestinian Authority, and within an entirely changed
global and regional context that included the 9/11 attacks on the US, the 2003 Iraq War, and the
growing power of Iran as well Islamic radicalism in the region.

For the Israeli leadership, the major challenge was the violence of the Intifada and the
domestic pressure that it created for some kind of government action, beyond the use of military
force. Arafat’s death in 2004 had done nothing to alter the stalemate, though it did bring an end
to most of the Intifada related violence. But the total absence of negotiations between Israel and
the Palestinians did give rise to important voices from military and former security leaders in
Israel urging conciliatory measures to strengthen the new, apparently moderate leader of the
Palestinian Authority (PA) and the PLO, Abu Mazen.1 This pressure, combined with a widely
publicized, detailed “peace agreement” – the Geneva Initiative – modeled by a track-two effort
of Israeli and Palestinian public and security figures, prompted Sharon to undertake an
extraordinary unilateral step: full Israeli disengagement from the Gaza Strip. Announced at the
end of 2003, and implemented in August 2005, the disengagement entailed the evacuation of
some 8,500 settlers and all Israel Defense Forces (IDF) from the Gaza Strip, along with the
evacuation of four sparsely populated settlements in the West Bank. Sharon’s motivation was not
entirely clear – beyond his own stated need to pre-empt the imposition of unfavorable plans upon
Israel, meaning presumably the Geneva Initiative.2 One possible motive was that he simply
sought to divide and thereby weaken the PA, cutting off Gaza from the West Bank; another
possibility was that it was a first step in a plan for further, even large-scale withdrawals from the
West Bank. Indeed, the latter idea is what the Americans were told in Washington by Sharon’s
Deputy Prime Minister Ehud Olmert shortly after the disengagement.3 Still another explanation
was the growing realization in right-wing circles of the demographic issue (whereby Jews would
soon be outnumbered by Arabs in the total area held by Israel). Disengagement from the Gaza
Strip would “remove” some 1.3 million Palestinians from Israeli control. The evacuation of the
settlers in August 2005 was a politically tumultuous event – earlier Sharon had actually had to



leave his party (which rejected his plan) and create a center party, Kadima;4 but it was also one
that proved that relatively large-scale evacuation of settlements could be carried out.

As a purely unilateral measure, however, the disengagement was to have a serious negative
effect. In abjuring the strategy of negotiation of Abu Mazen’s Fatah, the move appeared to prove
the value of Hamas’s strategy of violence for achieving Israeli withdrawal, thereby strengthening
the Islamist Hamas at the expense of nationalist Fatah and the PLO. Combined with Palestinians’
disenchantment with Fatah corruption and ineffectiveness, along with other factors such as the
electoral system, Hamas’s enhanced reputation led to a solid victory in the January 2006
elections and the creation of a Hamas-led government of the PA. Israel refused to have anything
to do with a PA run by Hamas, inasmuch as the organization rejected the existence of Israel.
Both the US (which had Hamas listed as a terrorist organization) and the Quartet5 adopted
Israel’s ban on Hamas, also accepting its conditions that Hamas cease terrorism and disarm
terrorist groups, recognize the right of Israel to exist, and accept all previous agreements signed
with Israel. This meant not only boycott of the PA but also the withholding of funds and
suspension of contacts and agreements, although Israel could and did meet with Abu Mazen in
his capacity of chairman of the PLO and even as president of the PA.

Just a few weeks before these Palestinian elections, dramatic events had occurred in Israel as
well: in early January 2006 Sharon suffered a stroke and went into an irreversible coma.6 He was
replaced temporarily by his deputy Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, who then went on to win the
March 2006 elections at the head of Kadima. Actually, Olmert, former mayor of Jerusalem and
long-time Likud politician, was not a popular figure; he had placed relatively low in the Likud
Knesset primaries of 2003, but his choice by Sharon as deputy prime minister now projected him
unexpectedly to power. Presenting himself as the past partner to Sharon, Olmert ran in the March
2006 elections on the promise to undertake unilateral disengagement from the West Bank. He
preferred to call this “convergence,” which in its Hebrew meaning was closer to the idea of
“pulling inward;” it came to be called “realignment.” Without providing specifics, Olmert
advocated evacuation of the settlements from most of the West Bank (later approximated at 92
percent of the West Bank) – namely, those settlements east of the fence/wall (or a changed
demarcation of this barrier) that the Sharon government had begun to build. This “security
barrier” as it was to be called officially had actually been a Labor Party proposal at the height of
the Intifada, the idea being to prevent terrorist incursions into Israel proper. The line of the
barrier approved by the Sharon government would veer into the West Bank, east of the “green
line,” encompassing roughly 10 percent of the West Bank. A proposed line for a fence in the
Jordan Valley was not approved by the government; it would have provided de facto annexation
of still more land. With the withdrawal proposed by Olmert, roughly 60,000 settlers (according
to some estimates) were to be moved to settlement blocs west of the fence (i.e., near the “green
line”) that would be annexed to Israel.7 The withdrawal remained unilateral, presumably as a
continuation of Sharon’s ideas, but now, also, because of the ascent of Hamas in the January
elections.8

Nothing was said of withdrawing the IDF along with the settlers – in fact, Olmert said that the
“operational range” of Israeli security forces would “not be limited,” and he saw the Jordan
River as Israel’s “security border.” He gave few details regarding the future border, though he
spoke of keeping Ariel, Gush Etzion, and other settlements around Jerusalem as well as a united



Jerusalem.9 He presented his plan as an alternative should negotiations not be possible – that is,
should the PA remain under a government led by Hamas. However, by this time, the parameters
for negotiations had undergone significant changes since their September 2000 disruption.
Although Olmert only gradually began to say so directly, it was now public knowledge that
future negotiations – if they occurred – would have the explicit goal of creating a Palestinian
state next to the state of Israel.

Public and official acknowledgement of agreement to a Palestinian state was conspicuously
absent from previous Israeli government positions, including, as we have seen, that of Yitzhak
Rabin. In fact, Rabin had said explicitly that the result of final status talks would be “an entity
less than a state.”10 The negotiations at Camp David in July 2000 were based implicitly, but
only implicitly, on the idea that a Palestinian state would emerge. The Clinton Parameters used
the term Palestinian state, but neither the Israelis nor the Americans had officially or publicly
embraced the goal of creating a Palestinian state. Surprisingly, it was military hawk Ariel, as
head of the then Likud-led government, who did so on 23 September 2001 in a little noticed
speech in Israel (“The state of Israel wants to give the Palestinians what nobody had given them
before: the possibility to establish a state”).11 Subsequently Sharon repeated the position, saying,
for example: “In the end we [Israel and the Palestinians] will reach a solution in which there will
be a Palestinian state but it has to be a Palestinian state by agreement and it has to be a
demilitarized state.”12 Presumably on the basis of this change in Israel, and in the interests of
forging a broad coalition that would include the Arab states for his post-9/11 onslaught on
terrorism, President George W. Bush too spoke of the vision of two states. He did this almost
casually, in a press conference after a meeting with Congressional leaders on 2 October 2001,
possibly as a “trial balloon” purposely launched by the White House (with Israeli approval).13
This then was formally and officially pronounced by Bush in his 10 November 2001 speech to
the United Nations General Assembly. Bush’s UN comments were subsequently incorporated
almost word for word into a UN Security Council (UNSC) resolution affirming a “vision of a
region where two states, Israel and Palestine, live side by side within secure and recognized
borders” and in his 24 June 2002 Rose Garden speech.14 This last outlined Bush’s idea of a
Palestinian state, in provisional borders, to be achieved once the Palestinians rid themselves of
Arafat, destroyed the infrastructure of terrorism, and adopted the accoutrements of democracy.
These demands were later spelled out in greater detail in the April 2003 Road Map, presented by
the Americans in the name of the Quartet. The Road Map was designed to guide the parties
through various stages, including the declaration of a state in provisional borders, before
reaching final status talks. But the preamble of the Road Map set the goal of a Palestinian state,
and the document was adopted by the Israeli cabinet (albeit with 14 reservations). In presenting it
to the Knesset for approval, Sharon told the Likud faction that it was necessary to “end the
occupation,” adding: “You may not like the word, but what is happening is an occupation – to
hold 3.5 million Palestinians under occupation. I believe that is a terrible thing for Israel and for
the Palestinians.”15 A page had been turned even if qualified by preconditions (to be met by the
Palestinians), and accompanied by continued violence on the ground and Israeli settlement
construction, without any negotiation process in place.

Still another, also little noticed, page had been turned in the region at the same time as the



adoption of the two-state solution by Israel’s right-wing government. Meeting in Beirut in
February 2002, the Arab League unanimously adopted a slightly revised version of a Saudi peace
plan in what became known as the Arab Peace Initiative (API). The brain child of the Jordanians
and the Saudis, the Initiative was probably the most significant step with regard to Israel in that
country’s brief history, for the API not only proclaimed the rejection of military means for
solution of the conflict, but also outlined steps for accepting Israel in the region. It stated the
usual formula calling for Israeli withdraw to the 4 June 1967 lines (the idea of land swaps was
already commonly accepted – and officially added to the API some years later, in 2013), the
creation of a Palestinian state with its capital in East Jerusalem, and a “just, agreed upon”
solution to the refugee issue. These two last clauses, and especially the latter one, had been
carefully and purposely formulated in deference to Israeli concerns. Thus the word “East” was
specified rather than the customary more general – and emotionally charged – reference simply
to Jerusalem. But more significantly, the phrase regarding the refugees for the first time added
the words “agreed upon,” meaning that a solution could not be forced upon Israel. Resolution of
the refugee issue would have to be agreed between Israel and the Palestinians. The refugee
clause had not been in the original Saudi proposal; it was added upon Syrian demand, but not
only did it have this more conciliatory wording, it also omitted a specific mention of a “right of
return,” making do with a reference only to United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)
Resolution 194. As already noted, Israel maintains that Resolution 194 did not actually grant the
“right of return,” but Jerusalem has always objected to any mention of the resolution because it
does allow for refugees (“willing to live in peace with their neighbors”) to choose to return. The
API reference could thus be interpreted in various ways, but the point, as noted by the person
who actually formulated the clause – the Jordanian Foreign Minister Marwan Muasher – was to
find wording (the new phrase “agreed upon”) that would calm Israeli fears of an inundation of
refugees that could challenge the nature of the state.16 Aside from the more conciliatory wording
of the refugee clause, the most significant part of the API was the pledge that if these steps were
taken, along with Israeli withdrawal from the other areas taken since 4 June 1967 – namely, from
Syria and Lebanon – all 22 Arab states (including Palestine) pledged to “Consider the Arab–
Israel conflict ended, and enter into a peace agreement with Israel, and provide security for all
the states of the region” and “Establish normal relations with Israel in the context of this
comprehensive peace.”17 The API was subsequently endorsed by the 57-member Islamic
Conference, which included Iran.18 It is possible that the Saudi initiative, first suggested by
Crown Prince (later King) Abdullah in an interview with Tom Friedman in the New York Times,
was a means of improving the country’s image given the involvement of Saudi citizens in
9/11.19 However, its adoption (and repeated subsequent reconfirmations) by the entire Arab
League was more likely due to the common interest of the Arab states to end the conflict that had
come to serve as a rallying point for radical forces in the region considered anathema to their
regimes and a threat to their continued power. But coming as it did, in the midst of some of the
worst terror attacks that, in fact, prompted an Israeli military assault on the West Bank and
reoccupation of various areas in the spring of 2002, the Arab Peace Initiative was virtually
ignored by Israel, though it was included in the later Road Map.

In general, it was the ongoing violence that precluded Israeli interest in or progress toward
negotiations, including implementation of the Road Map.20 According to the Israeli



interpretation (often supported by the Americans), the steps within the stages of the Road Map
were to be taken sequentially, rather than in tandem. This meant that first the Palestinians should
implement all the anti-terrorism and democratization measures (the focus of Bush’s post-9/11
policy), before Israel would undertake its obligations and move onto subsequent stages. The
result was what amounted to a continuation of the diplomatic void, and it was into this void that
Sharon introduced his disengagement plan in December 2003. The Americans were impressed
that Sharon was willing to give up Gaza, and in response to his request that the president provide
assurances regarding Israeli interests in the West Bank, Bush altered America’s traditional policy
on the settlements. In a 14 April 2004 speech and letter, Bush noted that future borders were to
take into consideration “new realities on the ground, including already existing major Israeli
population centers … it is unrealistic to expect that the outcome of final status negotiations will
be a full and complete return to the armistice lines of 1949.”21 At the same time, Sharon
provided Bush with assurances that he was not ignoring the Road Map despite pursing unilateral
disengagement.

Notwithstanding the Road Map, Sharon’s disengagement in fact introduced an entirely new
direction – and method – that may have impeded rather than facilitated resumption of a peace
process, whatever Sharon’s ultimate intentions. Yet, unilateralism was the path that Sharon’s
successor, Olmert, chose to follow when he came to power in 2006. Between the continued
violence (that now included rocket attacks from Gaza), and the strength of Hamas now ruling the
PA and boycotted by Israel, the US, and the other Quartet members, there appeared little hope
for any other path. Circumstances were to change, however, and with them a chance for a
breakthrough was to emerge in less than a year, leading ultimately to the Annapolis Conference.

The factor most basic to a breakthrough was the change that occurred in Olmert himself.
Active in Likud politics from his youth, Olmert was one of the Likud “princes” – that is, the son
of pre-state right-wing underground activists. He had voted against the accords with Egypt and
against Oslo, criticized Barak’s reported concessions at Camp David, and, as an enthusiastic
advocate of “greater Israel,” he had actively supported settlement construction in East Jerusalem
during his tenure as mayor, as well as in the West Bank. Although he himself specified the late
1990s as the time of his transformation to supporting the two-state solution, his public
pronouncements gave little evidence of this position until 2003, and even then only slightly.
Judging from his speeches, interviews, and his own accounts, it was primarily the demographic
factor that brought about the change. For Olmert, it was imperative that there be a Jewish
majority in the area ruled by Israel, which obviously would not be the case if Israel continued to
hold onto the occupied territories. Like the Labor Party before him, Olmert understood that if
Israel were to remain democratic it would have to give the vote to all the inhabitants – leading
then to a bi-national state, in which Jews would soon no longer be a majority. In addition to the
demographic issue, the second Intifada also weighed heavily upon Olmert. He spoke often and
graphically of the terrorist attacks, particularly the suicide bombings in Jerusalem, where as
mayor he had visited victims’ families, often eulogizing at funerals. He referred to this later as
“the most arduous time of my life.”22 Thus, as early as 2003, he spoke of the need to evacuate
much of the West Bank.23 While demography and the Intifada apparently persuaded him that
time was not working to Israel’s benefit, the views of his family also played a role in his
thinking, as he himself suggested. His wife Aliza was known to be left wing in her political
views, and their children, as young adults, were identified with the radical left. In retrospect, he



said: “I am proud that I was able to admit, first of all to myself, then to my family, and
eventually to the public at large, that in 2005 I didn’t think what I had thought 20 years
earlier.”24 Actually, Olmert did begin publicly to reveal much of this change in a surprising
speech he gave (in place of an ailing Sharon) at a Ben Gurion memorial in 2003. This was
followed by an extensive interview in which he spoke of all of these matters, later repeated for
the most part in his election campaign in 2006.25 His conclusions were withdrawal, and in his
pragmatic approach the method was to be unilateral, despite his talk of a preference for
negotiations.

The major factor that led Olmert subsequently to abandon unilateralism was the Second
Lebanon War in the summer of 2006. The war was precipitated by the Hamas capture of an
Israeli soldier near the Gaza Strip, followed by a similar incursion by Hizballah in the north and
the capture of two Israel soldiers. The Israeli response was a full-scale military attack on
Lebanon and then a smaller onslaught against Gaza. Since Israel had ended its occupation of
southern Lebanon unilaterally in May 2000, the Hizballah action defied the wisdom of unilateral
withdrawals (i.e., withdrawing without agreements, particularly agreements on security
measures). But it was not only the demise of the unilateral idea that led Olmert to seek an
alternative policy. A second reason was Olmert’s weakened position as a result of the war. There
was serious post-war criticism of his government’s handling of the crisis. Some of the protests
related to the unpreparedness of the IDF, some to what was perceived as a restraining of the
army in order to avoid Israeli casualties, some were related to the continuation of the war days
after a cease-fire had been achieved diplomatically, and some (far fewer) were related to the
doubtful need for the attack altogether. In response, a state commission was appointed to
examine the conduct of the war. While the commission eventually supported Olmert’s decisions,
his earlier interest in a breakthrough on the Palestinian issue may now have been augmented by a
wish to redeem his political standing and improve his reputation. These had been further
tarnished by press accusations of corruption that had been appearing since early 2006.26 Such
charges were to multiply and hound Olmert, eventually forcing him to resign in 2008.

An American factor was also at play. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice had been pressing
for greater priority to the Arab-Israeli issue since the beginning of Bush’s second administration.
The US itself was in a weakened position in the region following the Iraq War and the
unraveling of both the political and security scene in Iraq. The longstanding pressure from
America’s Arab allies, especially Saudi Arabia, for moves to promote a breakthrough on the
Palestinian front had only been strengthened by Israel’s harsh response to the Intifada and now
the war in Lebanon. Moreover, and perhaps even more importantly for the Saudis, the absence of
progress on the Palestinian front, coupled with Israel’s actions, strengthened the Saudi’s enemy
Hamas. The Iraq Study Group, an independent bi-partisan commission set up by Congress under
the auspices of the US Institute of Peace, and headed by James Baker and Lee Hamilton, had
also linked progress on the Israeli–Palestinian track with America’s overall interests in the
region.27 And Rice saw this as a crucial element for the building of an alliance against Iran.28
All of these factors may explain Rice’s proposal in September 2006 to Olmert’s advisors Shalom
Tourgeman and Yoram Turbowitz regarding the need to initiate permanent status talks, possibly
in an international meeting to jumpstart an Israeli–Palestinian peace process. Although Olmert is
reported to have rejected the idea of moving to final status talks (according to US Assistant



National Security Advisor Elliot Abrams, who opposed Rice and her policies, particularly this
one), Israeli efforts were made in October to commence bilateral talks in Jerusalem.29

Olmert invited Abu Mazen to his official residence, and, after a number of postponements by
Abu Mazen, the first meeting took place on 23 December 2006 amidst an unusual Israeli display
of formal recognition, including Palestinian flags. According to an Olmert interview, he went out
of his way to be forthcoming, even offering Abu Mazen such things as the transfer of Palestinian
funds held by Israel, beyond the sum requested by Abu Mazen. Indeed, on leaving the meeting,
the Palestinian leader is quoted as saying: “A new era has begun.”30 There followed regular
talks, usually bi-weekly, on one or two occasions joined by Rice. Olmert remained opposed to an
international conference, preferring bilateral talks, though the idea that was emerging was to hold
negotiations on a final agreement that would be held in reserve (a shelf agreement) until the
Road Map was implemented. Olmert even told the American Jewish Conference of Presidents in
early February 2007 that “there will not be an international conference.”31 Elliot Abrams had
actually been telling the president that American Jews were not sympathetic to the conference
idea, although it does not seem to be the case that the diaspora played a role in Bush’s continued
skepticism about a conference at this time.32 Be that as it may, in March 2007 the Palestinians
formed a national unity government composed of Fatah and Hamas, thereby precluding any
official US contact with the Palestinian Authority. In fact, because of this, Rice had to meet
separately with Olmert and Abu Mazen on her March 2007 trip to the region.

Annapolis was an American – actually, a Rice – initiative, and a number of factors may
account for Bush’s agreement finally to hold an international conference. Rice’s persistent
argument that the Palestinians needed a “political horizon” apparently convinced the US
president that a framework or shelf agreement envisaging a state might provide the incentive
needed for the realization of the democratization measures he advocated. Bush has written: “If
wavering Palestinians could see that a state was a realistic possibility, they would have an
incentive to reject violence and support reform.”33 The timing of the decision to hold a
conference was apparently connected with the violent coup staged by Hamas in June 2007 that
led to a formal split – with Hamas ruling Gaza and Abu Mazen the West Bank. Israel and the
United States could now deal with Abu Mazen, who still held the title of president of the PA
(Hamas’s Haniyeh, now leading in Gaza, had been prime minister of the National Unity
Government). In fact, there was now a US interest in strengthening Abu Mazen lest Hamas
spread its gains to the West Bank. A helpful move was the appointment of a new PA government
under Prime Minister Selim Fayyad, a politically unaffiliated economist well known and
respected by the US. In addition, the Americans calculated that Abu Mazen needed an agreement
now more than ever in order to halt Hamas’s progress, and, therefore, he would be ready for a
conference.34 Thus, just one month after the Hamas coup, Bush announced that there would be
an international conference.

Olmert agreed primarily because of the Americans, though he still preferred bilateral talks, and
eschewed both American and international involvement, believing that more progress could be
made – namely, greater flexibility and pragmatism could be achieved from the other-side if third
parties or more were not present. Similarly, grandstanding, efforts to exploit the third party, and
also leaks might be avoided. Nonetheless, Olmert did see international support as an important
factor; he considered the “everyone is against us” attitude nurtured by many Israeli right-wing



politicians merely a self-fulfilling and dangerous tendency. More specifically, if a deal were
made with the Palestinians, he would need both diplomatic and economic backing from the
Americans for his domestic political battle. Thus, it was characteristic of Olmert to take care to
keep Washington informed of his decisions, even revealing to the administration his plan for
unilateral withdrawal before revealing it to the Israeli public in 2006.35 Nonetheless, Olmert
sought to avoid any opening or broadening of his negotiations with the Palestinians, acquiescing
to the Americans’ Annapolis idea (preferring to call it a meeting rather than a conference) only if
it were to constitute no more than a launch of the bilateral path. Probably more than simply a
matter of avoiding outside pressure, this was evidence of Olmert’s over-riding preference to
negotiate quietly. The potential opposition within his own party and government was an
important factor; any indication that he might actually be considering concessions, in discussion
of final status issues, could “bring down my government,” he told the Americans.36 This was to
be a key factor in Olmert’s handling of the conflict and negotiations altogether. Yet, at the time,
there was also something to be gained by a show of international support, given the steep decline
in Olmert’s popularity and the accumulation of corruption charges against him. A meeting in the
presence not only of the American president, but foreign ministers from over a dozen Arab
countries, including Saudi Arabia, plus Muslim Pakistan, Malaysia, Turkey, and Indonesia, and
the Arab League secretary-general, some 20 additional countries and representatives of the
European Union, UN and others could provide a needed boost to his sagging prestige. Many may
have believed this to be his only motivation, but subsequent developments suggest that Olmert
thought that the American-sought meeting might at least provide backing, especially for Abu
Mazen, helpful for reaching an agreement in the later, quiet bilateral talks. In any case, due both
to the leadership in Israel and the US, along with the changed circumstances, Annapolis was
presented – and perhaps was – the launching pad for a potential breakthrough at the bilateral
level.

The willingness of Arab states, in particular Saudi Arabia, to send high-level officials to the
Annapolis meeting was the result of the changed regional environment that had itself produced
the Arab Peace Initiative. Syria, now ruled by Bashar al Assad, appeared to be less interested
inasmuch as it sent only a deputy foreign minister, but, in fact, at the time Damascus was
engaged in secret unofficial talks and track two meetings to reach an agreement with Israel as
well. Syrian initiatives in this direction had begun in 2004, with approval of Foreign Minister
Walid Mouallem, leading to a series of unofficial meetings despite an official rebuff by Israel.
The negative Israeli position was most likely due to America’s opposition to dealing with Syria
at the time, though Sharon himself was not particularly interested. During this period, while
Sharon was still prime minister, Olmert was aware of the Syrian overtures, some of which were
made in contacts with Israelis at Pugwash meetings – a channel used in the past, for example, for
semi-official contacts between the US and the Soviet Union. The main channel that developed,
however, was one initially facilitated by Turkey, in 2004, and subsequently continued by
Switzerland under the auspices of Swiss Foreign Ministry Middle East Chief Nicholas Lang.
Alon Liel, former director-general of the Israeli Foreign Ministry (and formerly ambassador to
Turkey), met several times in Europe with Ibrahim Suleiman, a Syrian businessman permanently
located in Washington. For a period of time, there was also a channel with a more direct
representative from Damascus, also authorized by Muallem and in touch with Liel, as well as
other Israelis, including this author. Senior Israeli officials were kept aware of all of these



contacts. The Swiss-facilitated Suleiman-Liel channel was used for meetings throughout 2005–
2006, including eight meetings of the Swiss mediator with Syrian Vice-President Farouk Shara
and Foreign Minister Walid Mouallem. During the 2006 Lebanon War, the group claims to have
met with Olmert’s top advisor Turbowitz.37 According to a later interview by Suleiman to the
Israeli press, Turbowitz was given a proposal for steps toward official talks, but Olmert turned it
down.38 The proposal reportedly was the draft of a peace agreement prepared by the Suleiman-
Liel team. Later, in January 2007, the plan was purposely leaked to the Israeli press, presumably
in order to provoke the opening of official talks. At that time, Olmert, who was now acting prime
minister, claimed to have had no knowledge of the talks (which was not, in fact, true), and he
publicly rejected any dialogue with Syria unless Damascus ended its support for terrorist groups
and its destabilizing activities in Lebanon and Iraq.39 Press reports claimed that the US was the
obstacle;40 Washington still held Syria responsible for the 2005 murder of Lebanon’s former
Prime Minister Rafic Hariri and also for harming US efforts in Iraq. Yet, conservative
Republican Dov Zakeim, who had served in the administrations of both Bush Sr. and George W.
Bush, was involved at the early stages of the talks via Pugwash meetings in Washington. He
even went to Damascus for talks with Muallem during late 2004 to early 2005, not long after he
resigned as Comptroller of the Department of Defense. In addition, Vice-President Cheney (a
good friend of Olmert’s41) had been “kept in the picture” regarding the talks all along, according
to “senior officials” and also Suleiman.42 The leaders of the Iraq Study Group, James Baker (a
close confidante of the administration) and Lee Hamilton (a good friend of Suleiman, maybe
even the initial go-between), along with some of the members of the Iraq Study Group were also
aware of the talks possibly from the very beginning. The knowledge, even participation by some
of these figures, may have been indications of at least tacit US approval – at the least there was
no active US interference. By the spring of 2007 there were more open signs of a change in the
US attitude. Although the Bush administration rebuked Democratic Speaker of the House Nancy
Pelosi for traveling to Damascus for a meeting with Assad in April 2007, the very next month
Secretary Rice held a half hour discussion (which she publicly described as “cordial”43) with
Muallem on the sidelines of a conference in Sharm el-Sheikh. And by November 2007
Washington was willing, even if reluctantly, to invite Syria to Annapolis.44

The factors that may have prompted Washington to change its attitude, at least toward Israel’s
talking with the Syrians, were attributed to pressure from the Arab states; but there was also
domestic pressure in the US to engage Syria in order to move it away from Iran and bring it
closer to the moderate Arab center in the region. This was the recommendation of the Iraq Study
Group, which saw a potential for Syria to operate as a stabilizing factor with regard to Iraq and
possibly the region as a whole. For Syria, the initiative once again to open talks with Israel was
primarily motivated by an interest in improving relations with the US, particularly to obtain an
end of US sanctions and removal of Syria from the list of governments supporting terrorism. The
road to Washington might pass through Jerusalem, which, under Olmert, appeared to be open
(though not officially) to exploring any avenue. This was not the generally held opinion; most
observers believed that Israel could never work on two tracks (Palestinian and Syrian) at the
same time – indeed, in response to a query about talks with Syria, Olmert even spoke of
reluctance to deal with two “heartrending” sacrifices at one time.45 Moreover, public opinion



was far from supportive of an opening toward Syria. Some 52 percent of Israelis polled opposed
responding positively to a Syrian initiative.46 Nonetheless, there were factors in favor of pursing
a dialogue with Damascus. At a minimum, talks with Syria could act as leverage on the
Palestinian track (something the Americans had once thought Rabin was trying to engineer);
alternatively, the Syrian track might serve as a substitute if the Palestinian track failed once
again. The security establishment may also have played a role, for there were signs that the
military were interested in an opening to Syria after the 2006 war, though the Mossad was
skeptical about the likelihood of success.47 It would appear that the major factor, despite US
hesitations, was Olmert’s perception that Syria was seriously interested. The draft peace
agreement, as published in Haaretz on 15 and 16 January 2007, suggested that Syria was
somewhat more forthcoming than in earlier negotiations with regard to Israel’s demands for:

1  staggered withdrawals (though they still disagreed on the length of the implementation
period);

2  early initiation of diplomatic steps;
3  mutual but unequal force reductions (in favor of Israel 1:4); and
4  Israeli control over the headwaters of the Jordan River and the Kinneret.

There were also reports of a possible American agreement with Syria that Damascus would end
support of Hizballah and Hamas, and there were reportedly Syrian assurances that Damascus
would distance itself from Iran.48 Israel, for its part, would grant Syria use of the headwaters and
agree to US (rather than Israeli)-led early warning posts on the Hermon. The border would be the
4 June 1967 line, the location of which was to be determined jointly. An innovation in this draft
agreement was the provision for the creation of a “peace park” on the Golan Heights, to be under
Syrian sovereignty and administration but open to all.49 Although Olmert not only denied any
knowledge of this draft accord and made no mention of Syria in the lead-up to Annapolis (for
him Annapolis was all about the two-state solution with the Palestinians), he did agree to the
Syrian demand that Syria be on the agenda of Annapolis. This was accommodated by the
broadening of the event with a “discussion group on regional peace.”50 Moreover, as early as
February 2007, Olmert had sent out informal feelers and then engaged in direct talks with Syria,
via the Turks. Olmert’s reasons for pursuing a Syrian track were linked – both positively and
negatively – to the 2006 Lebanon War. The war had highlighted the unpreparedness of the Israeli
home front and the complexity of the defense of Israel’s north in case of future conflict with
Syria. Thus, there appeared to be a vital security interest in peace with Syria. On the more
positive side, Assad’s restraint during the war and, later, his total silence in response to an Israeli
attack on a Syrian nuclear facility 6 September 2007 suggested that Bashar Assad was a mature,
responsible leader who might be a serious interlocutor, possibly even one willing to act
independently of his ties to Iran.51 In fact, Israel’s estimate, as in past times, was that Syria was
interested in joining the Western-oriented Arab “center” and moving towards the US rather than
maintaining its present orientation. And, as in the past, the road to Washington could only pass
(if at all) through Jerusalem, certainly in the eyes of the Americans at this time.

An additional factor for the convening of Annapolis and possible breakthrough at least on the
Palestinian track was favorable Israeli public opinion about the desirability (even need) for



Israeli–Palestinian negotiations. The November 2007 Peace Index a few weeks before the
Annapolis opening showed 70 percent support, although only 38.9 percent of Israelis thought
talks would lead to peace in the near future.52 Signs that this was a realistic appraisal could be
found in the still different Israeli and Palestinian expectations and problems regarding the
meeting. These, in fact, suggested that there would be serious obstacles on the path toward a
breakthrough. The very invitation issued by the Americans was the subject of dispute, with Israel
objecting to any reference to an end product – namely, a “peace agreement,” or discussion of the
core issues, as preferred by the Palestinians and Arab invitees. Nor did Olmert want mention of
the Arab Peace Initiative as a “basis” for the meeting (despite the fact that he himself had
referred to “positive parts” of “the Saudi initiative” as early as 27 November 2006).53 Olmert
preferred a bland invitation, including little more than the bare essentials of time and place of the
meeting, and he reportedly was angry when the invitation did mention the API.54 More
promisingly, he agreeed to the invitation’s stated objective: “the launch of bilateral negotiations
toward the establishment of a Palestinian state and the realization of Israeli-Palestinian peace
….”55 But that was as far as he was willing to go publicly. Thus, there were even more
differences over the joint statement that was to have laid out the basis or principles for the
conference. After months of effort, with American involvement, the parties were unable to reach
agreement in time for a frame of reference joint statement. Here, too, the sides made do with a
last minute, relatively bland statement read out by Bush at the opening.

The major factor for these differences, as we shall see below, would appear to have been
Olmert’s preferred method for dealing with peace talks. Cognizant of potential spoilers even
within his own government, he chose to keep his intentions known only to a small number of
associates and advisors while avoiding public discussion of issues that might stir up opposition
and impede the talks. Thus, he constructed the ensuing negotiations to proceed on three parallel
tracks: the first, most important track was between himself and Abu Mazen, sometimes just one-
on-one; the second track was between his foreign minister (and rival) Tzipy Livny and her
Palestinian counterpart Abu Ala, with American participants. Occasionally Rice joined both
tracks as well as meeting with each of the leaders during their visits to the US or Bush’s visits to
the region. The third track was composed of committees dealing with the infrastructure necessary
for whatever was agreed on the various issues – that is, the more technical matters in order to
prepare the ground for implementation once agreement was reached at the top level.

The turning point in the negotiations occurred, apparently, in May 2008. At a private dinner at
the prime minister’s residence, Olmert told Rice that the negotiations under Livny would not
finish before Bush’s term ended and, therefore, he wanted more direct talks, via a “trusted agent”
from each side. He said that he knew what Abu Mazen needed and these could be briefly written
in a few pages, the critical issues being Jerusalem and the refugees. He proposed the following,
according to Rice’s account: “enough land,” roughly 94 percent of the West Bank plus swaps;
Jerusalem as the capital of the two states with an Israeli mayor and a Palestinian deputy mayor
for a joint city council selected by both populations according to their percentages in the city’s
total population; Israeli security for the holy sites; a committee composed of “wise people” from
Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Palestine, Israel, and the US to administer – that is, “to oversee but not
politically rule” – the Old City; and the entry to Israel of approximately 5,000 refugees under the
rubric of family reunification.56 He said that eight security demands prepared by then Defense



Minister Barak would most likely not be accepted by Abu Mazen and therefore suggested that
the Americans work with Barak and the IDF on a proposal. When Rice conveyed these ideas to
Abu Mazen the next day, the Palestinian leader reportedly said that the refugee proposal was a
problem but suggested he and Olmert deal with everything themselves rather than through
“agents,” to which Olmert agreed.

Actually a few weeks earlier, on 4 May, the Palestinians had presented maps in the Livny-Abu
Ala channel, outlining the areas intended for the Palestinian state and swaps (1.9 percent allowed
for Israeli annexation), along with ideas regarding Jerusalem.57 While Rice participated in a 15
June 2008 meeting with this group, and much of the information appears to be the same as the
ideas presented in the Olmert-Abu Mazen channel, it is far from clear how much the two
channels were, in fact, synchronized on the Israeli side. Indeed, the absence of close
synchronization, noted by Rice, seemed to be implied in Olmert’s decision to handle the
negotiations himself, disdaining to a large degree Livny’s track.

The two leaders met over the next months on all the final status issues, one of the main bones
of contention being the Israeli demand to annex the settlement of Ariel which juts into the West
Bank roughly 16 kilometers beyond the “green line.” In the summer there were numerous – not
always accurate – leaks, particularly with regard to the Jerusalem issue, but all the parties
involved refrained from publicly responding. The final, apparently decisive meeting between
Olmert and Abu Mazen took place on 16 September 2008, well after Olmert’s July
announcement that he would resign and one day before the new head of Kadima was to be
selected.

There are many accounts of the proposal made by Olmert on 16 September, including
revelations by both leaders, as well as a myriad of leaked protocols of the Livny-Abu Ala
talks.58 According to Olmert’s own accounts and interviews accorded over time, the Israeli
proposal followed the lines of the ideas conveyed to Rice in May.59 Regarding the territorial
aspects, the border would be based on the 1967 lines, with Israel annexing 6.3 percent of the
West Bank (some of Olmert’s accounts said 6.5 percent, presumably depending upon what was
included; the 40 kilometer tunnel for passage from Gaza to the West Bank was not included
since it was to be under Israeli sovereignty but Palestinian control); previously demilitarized
areas would be equally divided, and land from within Israel amounting to 5.8 percent of the total
area of the West Bank would be accorded to Palestine in a swap (in exchange for the 6.3 percent
annexed by Israel for the settlement blocs, areas around Jerusalem, and the areas added to
Jerusalem by Israel in 1967).60

Abu Mazen, in his accounts,61 proposed just 1.9 percent for Israeli annexation. Rejecting
inclusion of Ariel, he based his figures on his calculation of the amount of land actually taken up
by the settlements. In fact, at that time the settlements took up 2 percent, and five years later
Israel’s right-wing deputy foreign minister, claiming that settlements were not an impediment to
peace, inadvertently strengthened the Palestinians’ bargaining position when he said that the
settlements actually took up only 3 percent of the West Bank. An Israeli advocacy group, “Stand
With Us,” went even further by claiming that the settlements took up only 1.2 percent of the
West Bank.62 Of course, the Israeli negotiating position was based on the fact that the
settlements were in scattered locations and therefore needed to be encompassed in “blocs” to
provide safe access once attached to Israel. Under Olmert’s plan to annex 6.3 percent, some 85



percent of the settlers (as of 2008) could be accommodated in the settlement blocs, necessitating
the evacuation of roughly 45,000 settlers (some estimated as high as 70,000 and even 120,000
depending upon the map used – under Abu Mazen’s proposal, some 74,000 settlers, according to
other estimates as many as 160,000, would have to be moved, accommodating only 75 percent of
the settlers).63 These figures depended upon various delineations of the blocs (and possibly of
East Jerusalem); but according to the State Census taken in 2008 there were 296,700 settlers in
the West Bank (and 193,700 in East Jerusalem).64 The criterion for the Palestinians was
territorial contiguity for their state, and Abu Mazen’s most consistent objection was to the Israeli
inclusion of Ariel. For Israel, the major concern was the number of settlers who would have to be
moved.

Map 8.1 Olmert Proposal 2008 (approximation)
Source: Shaul Arieli

Regarding Jerusalem, Olmert adopted Clinton’s proposal that the Jewish
neighborhoods/settlements built in expanded East Jerusalem after the 1967 war would be under
Israeli sovereignty, while the Arab neighborhoods would be under Palestinian sovereignty. These
areas could be considered the capital of Palestine if the Palestinians so wished. The “holy basin”
would be open to worshippers of all faiths but under a trusteeship of Saudi Arabia, Jordan,
Palestine, Israel, and the US, which would be responsible for setting the procedures and
regulations for this area and visitors to it. In this way, the previously critical matter of
sovereignty over the Temple Mount/Haram al Sherif within the “holy basin” was not addressed,
placing the whole matter on a more practical level. It was assumed by both leaders that the status
quo regarding the administration of the Islamic sites would continue, under the Wakf.65 Abu
Mazen is said to have agreed to Olmert’s formula, though inclusion of some areas, such as the
formerly divided Abu Tor and parts of Silwan, were still undecided but not considered (at least



by Olmert) to be problematic.66 Abu Mazen did resist Israeli’s annexation of the settlement of
Har Homa, alone of the 13 or more Jewish neighborhoods/settlements built by Israel after 1967
in the expanded borders of the city. Clearly sensitive on these matters (subsequent to the al
Jazeera leaks), Abu Mazen’s later accounts in the Arab world said that final agreement had not
been reached regarding Jerusalem.

Map 8.2 Abu Mazen Proposal 2008 (approximation)
Source: Shaul Arieli

On the refugee issue, there are several versions of what was proposed. Olmert reports that he
would agree (“in the spirit of the Arab Peace Initiative”) to the absorption of 5,000 refugees at
the rate of 1,000 a year – a figure based amazingly on an estimate of the number of people who
could fit into the Muqata (presidential compound of the PA, but also upon the fact that the
absorption at that time of some 5,000 Sudanese refugees in Israel had not affected the nature of
the state).67 This would constitute an end of all claims and would be accompanied by a written
declaration of Israel’s sensitivity to the suffering caused the Palestinians uprooted from their
homes as a result of the conflict, as well as something about the suffering of Israelis and the
Jewish people as a result of the wars.68 Israel would assist in the creation of an international
fund to compensate refugees for their losses. Olmert said later that the final number of refugees
could, in fact, be negotiated later and might even reach the figure of 15,000, but no more than
that.69 Olmert insisted, however, that Abu Mazen never set a specific figure to which the
Palestinians might agree, although various figures were mentioned in Palestinian conversations
with the Americans, such as 20,000 or 40,000. One senior administration source reportedly said
that Abu Mazen told the Americans that he would agree to 40,000 to 60,000.70 Olmert
specifically clarified later that as early as their December 2006 conversation Abu Mazen had
assured him: “‘I know how sensitive you are to the refugees. I can tell you one thing: We are not



aspiring to change the nature of your country.’”71 Indeed, Abu Mazen was often to repeat such
sentiments, saying that he would be guided by the API reference to a “just and agreed” solution.
Contrary to Olmert’s accounts, however, a long paper published by Saeb Erekat claimed that
Abu Mazen had, in fact, spoken of 15,000 refugees per year over a ten-year period.72 According
to Akiva Eldar in Haaretz on 26 February 2010, the Arabic version of this paper contained no
numbers, and Olmert dismissed Erekat’s account with the comment that the only talks that
mattered were those that he had held with Abu Mazen.73

The security measures were based on the eight points provided by Barak and proposals from
American envoy James Jones. Olmert and Abu Mazen accepted the use of Clinton’s term “non-
militarized” state for the Palestinian state, the agreement being that the Palestinians would have
only a strong security force for law enforcement. According to Olmert’s proposals, no foreign
army would be permitted to enter Palestine, and, as in the case of the Israeli–Egyptian peace
agreement, the Palestinian state would not enter any military agreement with a state that did not
have diplomatic relations with Israel. The eastern border – the strip of the Jordan Rift Valley
along the Jordan River – would be patrolled by an international force; on some occasions Olmert
specified that this would be the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).74 Israel would
have the right to defend itself beyond that border if foreign troops were amassed there. Similarly,
Israel would maintain the right to pursue terrorists across the border with Israel, would have two
early warning stations, and access to and military use of both the airspace over Palestine and the
electromagnetic communications spectrum. Abu Mazen agreed with what he called Israel’s right
to negotiate the use of Palestinian airspace. More importantly, he maintained that there was
agreement for an international force on the eastern border, commenting that he had received
Washington’s agreement to NATO (under the Americans, according to some accounts).75 Rice
comments that she, in fact, consulted the NATO chief about this.76 Jordan was also consulted
about an international force to be on the Jordanian, not Palestinian, side of this borer. Elliot
Abrams, however, denies that the use of NATO was even suggested, citing Turbowitz to the
effect that Israel consistently rejected the use of NATO or any other outside force except as
observers.77 This was, indeed, the position of the Israeli negotiators in the Livny-Abu Ala
channel; guided by the old identity-related mistrust, they adhered to all of Barak’s eight points,
demanding an Israeli military presence, as revealed in an al Jazeera document.78 However,
comments by both Olmert and Abu Mazen clearly indicate that this traditional deal-breaking
demand – now basically outdated by changes in warfare – was not included in Olmert’s
proposals. Olmert himself said most explicitly in a 2013 interview: “I completely gave up on
having an Israel presence in the Jordan Valley,” though he said that Israelis could be in warning
stations along the mountain range (Ba’al Hazor and Har Eval, which are roughly in the center of
the West Bank).79 Summing up the security arrangements, Abu Mazen told the New York Times:
“We do not claim it was an agreement, but the file was finalized.”80 He explained that he could
not call it an agreement because the principle of the negotiations was that “nothing was agreed
until everything was agreed.” But he was later to tell various audiences that security was, in fact,
the only area that had been finalized.81 Olmert confirmed “more or less” Abu Mazen’s
description of the security measures, but Abrams quotes Turbowitz to the effect that security was



barely discussed and that nothing was agreed.82 This may have been due to ignorance since the
advisors, Turbowitz and Tourgeman, were not always included in Olmert’s talks with Abu
Mazen.

Most of Israel’s positions had been conveyed to Abu Mazen in his meetings with Olmert, and
on 16 September Olmert presented them together with a map. He and Abu Mazen have
recounted many times that the map was shown to Abu Mazen with Olmert’s request that he sign
it on the spot. Abu Mazen requested a copy of the map and when Olmert refused, they agreed to
have their aides and a Palestinian map expert meet the following day.83 The Palestinians
canceled that meeting and there were no further meetings while Olmert was in office; neither
side has offered an explanation for that. However, canceling the meeting, the Palestinians
expressed interest in Olmert’s proposals and said they were leaving for Jordan and Egypt to get
their reactions (a response initially viewed by Israel as encouraging). Israel too dispatched people
who sought, and received, Jordanian and Egyptian support for the proposals.

Saeb Erekat has said that during an Abu Mazen visit to Washington on 18 December 2008, it
was agreed with the Americans that the negotiators would come to Washington on 3 January
2009 to review everything achieved in preparation for handing over all the information to the
incoming US administration.84 Abu Mazen maintains that the two leaders (or Tourgeman and
Erekat) were to go to Washington on 3 January to try to work out their differences over the
territorial issue: 6.3 percent versus 1.9 percent since, according to some of his accounts,
everything else had been more or less resolved. The Israeli attack on Gaza broke out on 27
December, but Abu Mazen has said that he was still willing to go through with the January
meeting, although Olmert was not.85 Olmert claims that he never knew of any such meeting but
that he would have accepted the invitation if one had been issued.86 A brief comment in Bush’s
memoires sheds some light on this apparent misunderstanding – or contradiction. According to
Bush, Olmert was to deposit his proposals with him (presumably in Olmert’s November trip to
Washington); Abu Mazen, in his planned December visit, would express his agreement, and then
the two leaders would be invited to Washington to finalize the deal. However, according to Bush,
Abu Mazen in his December visit did not agree to Olmert’s terms. This would explain the
invitation that Olmert says he never received, for it may never have been issued, while it would
also explain Abu Mazen’s expectations of a meeting to take place in January. Rice too refers to
Abu Mazen’s refusal to provide agreement in December, suggesting not only that the problem
was Olmert’s soon to be ended term in office but an additional factor: that the new head of
Kadima (and likely next prime minister), Tzippy Livny, “had urged me, (and, I believe, Abbas)
not to enshrine the Olmert proposal.”87 She added that Abu Mazen had been told “by numerous
Israelis, including some of Olmert’s closest advisors, that the lame-duck prime minister did not
have the legitimacy to deliver the deal.”88 Elliot Abrams also asserted that Livny had sent a
similar message to Abu Mazen, to “wait for her,” and that Abu Mazen told Bush that he received
such messages from people in Olmert’s government.89

Olmert’s plan, however, had been to have the agreement signed on 16 September and then,
“before presenting it to our own peoples,” delivered immediately by both leaders to the UN
Security Council followed by the General Assembly (UNGA), then a joint session of Congress,
then the European Parliament, then a ceremony at the White House, to be followed by a massive



international meeting at the seam line between East and West Jerusalem, and then Israeli
elections “with the accumulated impact of this process at our backs.”90 While this may sound
like more of a fantasy than a plan, the idea was, indeed, to present the agreement to the Security
Council possibly as early as the opening UN session at the end of September. Erekat had said a
few weeks before the September meeting that Olmert was pressing for a deal because the
Americans wanted to present a joint document to the UNGA annual opening in the presence of
heads of state later in the month.91 Elliot Abrams claims that when Rice came to the region in
August, it was clear that there would not be sufficient time for a final status agreement and,
therefore, she suggested a framework agreement. Abu Mazen, according to Abrams, was
insistent that there be a final agreement and proposed simply continuing the talks.92 Abrams,
who even before the opening of the Annapolis process believed that the circumstances were not
ripe for an agreement, did not view the timing factor (created primarily by the corruption charges
responsible for cutting short Olmert’s tenure) as an impediment to an agreement. Rather, he
maintains, the more Olmert was harassed and his resignation demanded, the weaker he became
and therefore the more concessions he was willing to make.93 Yet, Olmert himself did not
consider the timing – his imminent departure from office – to be an obstacle to reaching
agreement, for he maintained that the agreement would be confirmed by others, specifically the
US, which would take it to the Security Council, and as he would convey to the Syrians as well
(see below), it would be confirmed in the Knesset and presented as part of Kadima’s platform in
the upcoming elections. Thus, the elections would become something of a referendum on the
agreement itself.

In presenting his proposal to Abu Mazen, Olmert had said “even in fifty years there will be no
Israeli government that will offer you what I have offered.”94 Both leaders later said that there
was no actual Palestinian rejection and that they could have completed a final status agreement
within “two months.”95 In 2010, Olmert told the Israeli press “we were a hair’s breadth away
from a peace agreement. … the negotiations had not ended,” and he believed the remaining
issues could have been resolved by “half a percent here, half a percent there.”96 However, his
earlier comments had not been so positive; in July 2009, for example, he said: “To this day I
cannot understand why the Palestinian leadership did not accept the far-reaching, unprecedented
proposal I offered them.”97 Political considerations may account for the different Olmert
comments, for in the immediate aftermath Olmert had an interest in trying to prove that any
failure was the fault of the other side, while later he sought to prove that he and Abu Mazen had
been very near to success (and could be again in the future), whereas his successors were not.
His later version may well have been accurate, nonetheless, not only because it was confirmed
by Abu Mazen but because it was also confirmed in 2011 by Sharon’s former (conservative)
political advisor Dov Weisglass, who would have had little reason to praise the “seriousness and
determination” of the Palestinians under Abu Mazen as he did to the Israeli paper Yedioth
Aharonoth on 25 January 2011.

Like every Israeli leader before him, Olmert expected the other side to agree with Israel’s
terms. As in the case of Barak, Olmert’s terms indeed went further than any offer in the past, but
unlike Barak, Olmert’s terms were far more realistic and came quite close to the needs of the
Palestinians. In part, they were in response to Palestinian compromises, for example, regarding



Jerusalem, but they also constituted Israeli compromises on such things as traditional Israel
demands for sovereignty in all of Jerusalem and a security presence in the Jordan Rift Valley, or
at least along the Jordan River. The two red lines of Eshkol, Golda, Rabin, and, to some degree,
Barak were gone (the red lines of right-wing leaders Begin, Shamir, and Netanyahu began much
further away from minimum Palestinian needs). Olmert was to explain these two cardinal
“concessions” in some detail. Regarding Jerusalem, Olmert took what he called a realistic
position. Israeli sovereignty over the whole city would have meant “270,000 Palestinians inside
Israel’s security barrier,” he said in his last New Year’s interview as prime minister on 29
September 2008.98 In addition, even as former mayor of Jerusalem, he said, he came to realize
that the city had never really been united, nor had the government ever sought to truly unite it,
for it was beyond Israel’s capacity to make the two parts equal in standard of living,
infrastructure, quality of life, and the like. United Jerusalem was “merely a slogan.”99 Moreover,
he said, Israelis certainly had no attachment to Jabel Mukaber, for example, or Abu Dis; they –
and, by implication, many other places – were not part of historical Jerusalem, while the “special
magic” of Jerusalem for Jews was “not dependent on whether Jerusalem’s sovereignty includes
Abu Dis or Jabal Mukaber”; even the Temple Mount, sensitive an issue as it was, required
“understanding and even a sense of restraint.”100 With regard to the Jordan Rift Valley, Olmert
spoke more generally of the need to withdraw from most if not all of the territories, explaining
that with military strategists the considerations were “all about tanks, land, and controlling
territories and this hilltop and that hilltop. All these things are worthless.”101 And, he added, in
another interview, if a “rocket has a range of 60 kilometers, so what do you need a border 60
kilometers from where it [the border] was in order to make more defensible? Because we are not
afraid that in the east there will be a ground attack that will cut Israel in two, like we were forty
years ago …. It’s a different reality. The main things [sic] are rockets, which can cross borders
anyway.”102 This would suggest a rational, purely military line of thinking with no connection
to the issue of trust. Olmert acknowledged the changed nature of warfare and military doctrine
previously acknowledged by Rabin. Yet, unlike Rabin or his predecessors, in so doing he was
willing to overcome the element of mistrust that had dictated a continued demand for an Israeli
military presence, even control. Realizing the changed security demands, Olmert was willing to
rely on others – namely, an international force under the Americans, to prevent a ground attack
by an enemy across Palestine’s border into the Jordan Rift Valley – insofar as that might still be
a threat. In this era of rocket warfare, he explained, he gave up on a military presence in the
Jordan Valley “because I could protect the line of the Jordan River through an international
military force on the other side of the Jordan River.”103 That he still did not fully trust the
Palestinians, or perhaps their ability to control all Palestinian groups, was evident in his
maintenance of the remaining security demands – namely, demilitarization of the Palestinian
state, two Israeli early warning stations on the mountain range roughly in the center of the West
Bank,104 the various clauses about enemy armies, the right of pursuit (of terrorists), and so
forth. However, despite the changed circumstances (the nature of warfare), these safeguards had
been considered insufficient by past Israeli leaders at least up to and possibly including Barak for
Israel to overcome its ingrained mistrust and therefore abandon the deal-breaking demand for a
“security border” along the Jordan River (i.e., a military presence, if not sovereignty, in the



Jordan Rift Valley). So it is not clear if it was the element of trust/mistrust that underwent a
change or rather a change in the concept of what constituted a threat and therefore just what
security measures remained essential. If these remaining demands would have constituted deal-
breakers depended upon the adversary – and in the case of Abu Mazen, they did not.

It is possible that similar considerations were at play in Olmert’s negotiations with the Syrians
that had been begun in February 2008 and were taking place at the same time. Israel finally
acknowledged, on 22 May 2008, that peace talks were being indirectly conducted with Syria
through the mediation of the Turkish government. The decision to make this public was the
initiative of the Syrians, who wanted to test the seriousness of the Israeli side. But Israel itself
had become increasingly persuaded that Assad was serious about reaching an agreement and
perhaps willing to meet Israel’s conditions. The press and public response in Israel, however,
was skeptical to say the least, viewing Olmert’s announcement as a “spin” designed to divert
attention from the latest corruption charges against him.105 According to one poll, 49 percent of
Israelis said they believed Olmert was merely trying to draw attention away from new police
charges, while only 38 percent said they thought the talks were really meant to promote
peace.106 While there is little information on the content of the talks themselves, the draft
agreement negotiated by the unofficial group and reportedly rejected by Israel in 2006 could
have served as basis for the talks. Olmert would reveal very little publicly, explaining that he
knew what the Syrians wanted – the Golan – and they knew what Israel required. He refrained
from providing the Syrians an explicit commitment for full withdrawal – something the Syrians
sought, as they had in the past but now also especially because they felt that they had been left
out to dry by Barak’s retreat at Shepherdstown. The most Olmert would say publicly (and
possibly even privately) was his statement in late September 2008: “We must be prepared to give
up the Golan, but Damascus knows it must change the nature of its relationship with Iran and its
support for Hizballah.”107 Once out of office he said that his requirement had been that Syria
break off military cooperation, though not necessarily diplomatic relations, with Iran.108 By
December 2008, the Turkish mediated talks had served their purpose. They had been viewed by
Olmert primarily as a vehicle to determine the seriousness of Bashar Assad’s interest in reaching
an agreement, in particular the Syrian leader’s willingness to accommodate Israel’s interests
regarding Iran and Hizballah. Satisfied by the responses received via the Turks, Olmert went to
Ankara in December 2008 to propose the next step. Israel had determined that the time had come
for more concrete talks on specific issues such as security arrangements (to be updated from
those of the Rabin and Barak periods, drawing upon the lessons of the Second Lebanon War) and
the delineation of the elusive 4 June line, matters that required direct talks between experts. In
Ankara, Olmert was present as Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan relayed this message
between the Israeli leader and Assad by telephone. As a result, according to Olmert, they were
“hours” away from opening direct negotiations by means of a meeting to be held with the Syrian
foreign minister.109 The long phone mediation dealt with a joint statement on the opening of
direct negotiations. While Olmert had to leave before the statement was finished, a Turkish
official subsequently said that the statement was expected to include adherence to the
“understanding reached by Rabin” (apparently the “pocket” agreement) on full Israeli withdrawal
from the Golan in exchange for peace and security arrangements, plus the elucidation of what
would constitute the normalization of their relations.110 In December 2009 a Syrian Foreign



Ministry statement said that every Israeli prime minister since the Madrid Conference had agreed
to withdraw to the 4 June 1967 line.111 Assad himself claimed that all that had remained was to
finalize the exact delineation of the 4 June 1967 line, but that Olmert wanted first to consult with
his cabinet.112 Israeli press accounts claimed that the direct talks were never opened due to the
Israeli attack on Gaza just a few days after the Ankara phone exchange. Erdogan was said to
have been angry and felt deceived by Olmert, and therefore broke off contact and the mediation.
In fact, however, contacts continued even during and after the Gaza attack, so the fact that the
direct talks never materialized may have been due at least in part to some other consideration. As
with the Palestinians, Israel had conveyed to the Syrians the idea that if agreement were reached,
it would be enshrined in Kadima’s platform for the upcoming elections (as well as the UN
Security Council) and thus very likely to be implemented, since Kadima was expected to win.
Such assurances notwithstanding, the Syrians, apparently, were not willing to take that chance.
They may have concluded (like the Palestinians, perhaps) that Olmert could not make a deal, or a
deal that would hold, given his limited time left in office.

The negotiations with the Syrians were far less advanced as well as far less complicated than
those with the Palestinians, but the final break in both would appear to have been Olmert’s
limited time left in office, though the impact of the attack on Gaza cannot be entirely ruled out
(since the Syrians knew of his resignation, long since announced, well before December). If the
underlying factor was, in fact, Olmert’s limited time in office, this factor itself was the product of
the corruption charges against him that led to his resignation. One might speculate that had
Olmert responded earlier to the Syrian overtures (or the US had changed its position on Syria
earlier), there might have been time to reach an agreement. A similar argument regarding earlier
moves on the part of Israel, connected also to the approaching end of Bush’s term in office,
might be applied to the Palestinian case as well. One interviewer even pointed that out to Olmert,
who replied that the issues with the Palestinians were complicated matters that took some 36
meetings to develop (evolve), especially on the Palestinian side. Moreover, until the corruption
issue appeared, there had been no reason to believe that he, Olmert, would not have sufficient
time to reach an agreement. In addition, he said, if progress had been made earlier, the corruption
issue would simply have been brought up earlier (a claim somewhat tenuous inasmuch as the
press accusations had begun as early as February 2008). In any case, Olmert argued, he had met
the one-year deadline set at Annapolis, though he ignored the fact that he had already announced
his resignation in July 2008, possibly leaving the Palestinians doubtful about chances for
completion even at that earlier stage. The timing may, in fact, have been the critical factor for
Abu Mazen, as Bush was to conclude himself. Calling the timing the major cause of the failure,
Bush said that Abu Mazen “did not want to make an agreement with a Prime Minister on his way
out of office.”113 Similarly to the dilemma the Palestinians had faced with the Clinton
Parameters, the concern remained that whatever was agreed, including concessions, with the
incumbent in Israel (as well as Washington) would have little value with the successor, leaving
the Palestinian leader exposed to domestic criticism with nothing concrete to show in return. The
claim that Abu Mazen may have refrained from going forward in expectation that the next prime
minister, presumably Tzippy Livny, would make a better offer, as implied in the messages
reportedly conveyed to “wait for her,” does not hold much water. Livny had been far less
forthcoming than Olmert in her negotiations with Abu Ala, and any alternative to Livny –
namely, Netanyahu –would surely be less accommodating. Actually, Abu Mazen urged the



Americans to continue the talks, and he claims that he clung to the possibility that there might
still be time, despite the Gaza invasion, for the Americans to help them bridge the remaining
differences on the territorial percentages.

Other factors may have contributed to the failure on the Israeli side – for example, domestic
political opposition that threatened to be a serious obstacle to a breakthrough. Much of this was
driven by ideological (nationalist and/or religious) attachment to the territories, coupled with
identity-related mistrust of the enemy, characteristic of the right wing and most religious parties.
Olmert’s comfortable majority (71 MKs) coalition began to fall apart as early as 17 January 2008
when Avigdor Lieberman pulled his Israel Beiteinu party (11 MKs) out of the coalition.
Lieberman was protesting the Annapolis process, which he said was based on the concept of land
for peace (Labor’s old declared policy) rather than what, in his opinion, should have been the
principle of the talks: “exchange of territory and population.”114 He had long been championing
the idea of transferring to the Palestinians various areas of Israel heavily populated by Arabs in
exchange for parts of the West Bank. The departure of this party left Olmert with a coalition
strength of 60 plus 15 non-coalition supporters (the MKs from Meretz, Hadash, and the Arab
parties). But, also in January, Shas, with its 12 MKs, began threatening to resign as well if the
issue of Jerusalem were put on the negotiation agenda. Both leaks from the talks, and Likud
accusations that “Kadima is selling Jerusalem to our enemies,” prompted almost continuous
threats from Shas throughout Olmert’s tenure.115 Labor, also a member of the coalition, was not
much help to Olmert, for that party joined several no-confidence votes in the summer of 2008,
occasionally supporting the call for early elections. Thus, Olmert had to deal not only with
mounting corruption charges and impending indictment (as well as rockets fired from Gaza), but
also with increased political opposition from his own coalition partners in addition to that of the
Likud and the parties further to the right.

Olmert was not particularly successful in dealing with these spoilers; he lost many of the no-
confidence votes and managed to avoid a decision on early elections only because he resigned
from the Kadima leadership in July, prompting the party’s early primaries for his replacement.
Back in early 2006, when he was still pressing for unilateral “realignment,” Olmert had
countered critics with promises to keep Ariel (he even campaigned there for the March 2006
elections) along with other settlements, as well as an eternally united Jerusalem.116 During the
Annapolis process in 2008, he emphasized the importance of fixing permanent borders for Israel.
However, when elements of his proposals to Abu Mazen were leaked, he offered no
compensating comments to his political opponents, but rather boldly and simply said to the
Likud from the Knesset podium: “whatever negotiations we hold, you will call it ‘surrender’
because you do not want peace.”117 His only political concessions were to Shas in an effort to
sustain the coalition. He promised Shas that the Jerusalem issue would not be decided in these
negotiations, and he made various offers (possibly deals), such as restoring government child
subsidies that had previously been reduced. In addition, he did try to placate – or at least not
provoke – the settlers; he continued to build settlements (4,056 new houses in the West Bank, 40
percent of them east of the fence/wall or the expected settlement blocs) and refrained from
removing unauthorized outposts called for in the Road Map.118 Olmert later said that he had
explained to the Americans that in implementing outpost evacuations there might be “bloody
confrontations between the security forces and the settlers [in which case] nobody would talk



about peace, but only the fact that we were heading toward a civil war.”119 Similarly, he went
on to explain regarding settlement construction that he did not want to go through “daily battles,”
particularly over Jerusalem neighborhoods, although he did promise not to proceed with the
especially controversial construction plan outside Jerusalem known as E-1. At the same time, he
enlisted the Americans to help him prop up his coalition, during Bush’s visit to the country in
January, by having the American president speak with the entire Israeli cabinet at a dinner at the
prime minister’s residence, and again in a speech to the Knesset on Israel’s 60th anniversary in
May.120 But Olmert also had to reassure the Americans, as well as Abu Mazen, over the
following months that his government would be strong enough to make a deal.

Olmert also enlisted American assistance on the security issues under negotiation, saying that
he wanted the US to “work this out to the satisfaction” of the Israeli military. He told Rice that
he could “sell this deal but not if the IDF says it will undermine Israel’s security. That’s one
thing no prime minister can survive.”121 Whether the military establishment could, in fact, be
considered a potential spoiler is not entirely clear. As a result of the second Intifada, the IDF was
determined to maintain responsibility for Israel’s security, specifically to prevent intrusions and
the right of pursuit of terrorists. For them trust of Palestinian, or even shared, responsibility was
unacceptable. Specifically, Defense Minister Barak objected to Olmert’s abandonment of one of
his eight recommended security measures – namely, the Israeli military presence in the Jordan
Rift Valley, at least as a trip wire along the Jordan River border.122 And there were, indeed,
rumors that the two were not getting along, to which Olmert responded that “we don’t always
agree on everything but we respect each other. Well at least I respect him … I can’t speak for
him.”123 Later, Olmert accused Barak, along with Livny, of having sent people to Abu Mazen to
tell him not to sign, though it is not clear that this was due to differences over security issues or
simply politically motivated antagonism.124 Moreover, Olmert’s concern over the opinion of the
IDF was not necessarily a sign of total opposition from the military, but rather his effort to
ensure that there would not be objections that, as he implied to the Americans, might frighten the
public with regard to the security provided by his peace proposal.

Another spoiler impediment may have come from a different direction and, according to
Olmert, may well have had a critical impact. This factor was the diaspora, or diaspora circles in
the US allegedly engaged by right-wing opponents in Israel. On at least one occasion much later,
Olmert accused Americans “from the extreme right wing” who transferred “millions and millions
of dollars” and “aimed to topple me … who spent millions of dollars in order to stop me.”125 If
this was, in fact, true, and there were many rumors to this effect at the time, these spoilers
together with their allies in Israel may well have achieved their objective, having perhaps
ferreted out or possibly even fabricated some of the scandals that were the undoing of Olmert,
and his peace efforts, in the end.

The Kurtzer et al. study of US policy suggests that the American handling of the process was
also a contributing factor to the failure. While Abrams would argue that there was too much
involvement by Rice (and the State Department), the Kurtzer group maintained that there was not
enough. According to their conclusions, the US did not step in when there were problems, nor
did it offer bridging proposals or follow up matters that had been suggested.126 The Americans,
in fact, sent mixed messages, particularly those sent by Rice as distinct from those by Vice-



President Cheney who visited Israel in March 2008, and the US team was, in fact, divided and in
dispute amongst themselves. For his part, while Bush insisted on a consistent position of
American support for Israel, he had no intention of mediating or taking the kind of active role
assumed by his predecessor; this was even more decidedly the case with regard to the Syrian
track. Nor did either Israel or the Palestinians want the US to play that kind of role. For Olmert it
was not a question of not trusting the Americans; he actually had an excellent relationship with
Bush and trusted him implicitly. He apparently believed that direct talks with Abu Mazen would
be more productive than if a third party were present – something that was proven in a way by
the failure to reach a common statement in the American led pre-Annapolis meetings. All that
Olmert sought from the Americans with regard to the involvement of the US was that he not be
“blindsided”; he asked Washington to inform him before making any proposals.127 Abrams
might claim this was because Olmert and Rice did not get along, and that Olmert rejected or
mistrusted many of her positions.128 This may have been the case, but there are no indications
that this was a factor in the failure. Indeed, Rice’s pressure to attain an agreement and her direct
role even in some of the negotiations may have operated as positive factors, certainly to get
things moving and possibly also to achieve progress, however limited the American role was
meant to be.

Similarly, the nature of the negotiating process itself – namely, the Livny track alongside the
Olmert track – has been noted as a negative factor, particularly because the two Israeli leaders
were political rivals, and the two tracks were often out of sync with each other. Not only did
Olmert tend to dismiss the importance of Livny’s role, actually ignoring that track, but he also
often dealt privately with Abu Mazen, even excluding his aides whom he would brief after the
fact.129 On the whole, the separation of the two tracks was the result of Olmert’s negotiating and
leadership styles, both of which may actually have been positive factors behind what ultimately
was a “near breakthrough.” Peace-making is a very controversial undertaking in Israel, with
political spoilers coming even from the ranks of the peacemakers’ own party or advisors, as was
indeed the case with Olmert, as well as from other elements of the political establishment. For
this reason, it was important for Olmert to keep the whole process “under the radar” as far as
possible, seeking to avoid conflicts and arguments that might torpedo the whole process. Rice
was even to complain that in the midst of general skepticism (in Washington, as well as in
Israel), it was not permitted to speak of the progress that was being made.130 Avoiding the
pitfalls of political spoilers, Olmert was later to explain this as part of his concept of leadership.
He told an interviewer in 2010 that “the leadership must direct the public to take the path that the
State of Israel must take – not in the direction dictated by several irresponsible, populist,
overexcited and inflamed members of the [Likud] central committee.”131 His leadership concept
extended also to the way in which he conducted negotiations, dealing, like Sadat in the past,
mainly with principles while leaving the details for “finalization” to others, who would merely
provide the necessary specifics for implementing what was decided by the very top level. He was
also a leader who was willing to take risks and sought to demonstrate his ability to make
decisions and carry them through. According to a number of his associates, he not only was
willing, but actually enjoyed “thinking out of the box” and shattering accepted myths (such as
the myth that Israel cannot negotiate on two fronts at the same time). In addition, unlike Barak,
Olmert both sought and listened to advice, even beyond his inner circle – providing a basis, it



appears, for his comments regarding both the Palestinians and the Syrians that he knew what
they needed.

Unlike Barak, Olmert does not appear to have been driven by or concerned with how the
public would respond to a peace agreement (provided the military did not reject it, as noted
above in his conversation with Rice on security matters). His concept of leadership resembled
that of Rabin; he stated that a leader was to lead, not follow the public: “the test of a leader is the
ability to make decisions, even those that are not popular in the eyes of part of the public.”132 In
the case of the Syrian talks, public opinion could have played a spoiler role if secrecy had not
been maintained, but in the case of the negotiations with the Palestinians, public opinion (as
distinct from the political echelon) was actually a positive factor. It is true that skepticism among
the public regarding a possible breakthrough only increased as Olmert’s position became weaker;
by May 2008 virtually half the public (49.6 percent) thought the government under Olmert did
not have a mandate to be negotiating and 61.4 percent thought Olmert should resign. However,
support for negotiations was still 70.9 percent at this time, just before Olmert presented his peace
proposal to the Americans in May. Support fell to 63 percent in the following months, but
remained steady at that figure until new elections were called at the end of October 2008.

It was not just his concept of leadership that played a role, but also Olmert’s personal
development. At least as he has explained, he had undergone significant change not in his
ideological devotion to the concept of Greater Israel, but in his understanding of Israel’s
interests. The factors that brought about the change, as we have seen, were a new grasp of the
demographics – with the possibility of an Arab majority leading to a bi-national state if Israel
held onto the occupied territories, the impact of the second Intifada with its implications for
future violence, and even the left-wing views of his family. This was reflected in his willingness
to adopt what he saw as a more realistic position regarding sovereignty over Jerusalem (and
possibly over the Temple Mount), as well as his understanding of what was or was not needed to
protect Israel from future threat.133 He does not appear to have been guided by trust in the
Palestinians, but he also was not guided by mistrust, accepting, as he did, third-party safeguards
rather than holding to a concept of security that in the past had rendered a peace agreement
impossible. In this sense, Olmert was a pragmatic leader, possibly with regard to Syria as well. A
motivating factor in the talks with Syria may have been Olmert’s wish to offset the decline in his
popularity amidst the accumulating charges against him, although only some 25 percent
expressed support for giving up the Golan in exchange for peace with Syria (mainly because the
majority of Israelis thought the status quo would continue with Syria even without peace).134
Nonetheless, Olmert had, in fact, sanctioned the earlier unofficial talks, presumably out of the
same pragmatism apparent in his efforts with the Palestinians. He may have seen the positive
effect an Israeli–Syrian (as well as Israeli–Palestinian) peace would have within the region, and
most importantly for Israel, the possibility of moving Syria into the pro-Western Arab center,
separating Syria from Iran and limiting aid to Hizballah. Such an outcome may have particularly
resonated with Olmert because of his unpopularity over the Second Lebanon War, which was
perceived in Israel as having fallen short of dealing a serious blow to Hizballah. The talks with
Syria ended before there was any clear indication of how the final accord, if there were one,
would look; but Olmert had already publicly admitted that the Golan would be returned. If he
wanted an agreement, it was clear that the 4 June 1967 line, however it might be determined,
would have to be respected. There was also the possibility of deriving legitimacy from the



progress – or at least promises – made by some of his predecessors on the substantive issues of a
peace agreement with Syria.

Leadership changes in both of Israel’s adversaries may have been a factor in Olmert’s thinking
and possibly in the near achievement of a breakthrough. Abu Mazen was a leader who had
clearly identified himself with moderate positions, and one who needed an agreement in order to
counter the growing strength of Hamas and prove the justice of the path chosen by Fatah. Abu
Mazen was a weak leader, and he had to be cautious in the face of domestic pressure to forge
reconciliation with Hamas; but like Olmert, he was a realist who understood that compromises
might have to be made regarding Jerusalem and the refugees if a deal were to be achieved.
Additionally, both he and Bashar al-Assad appeared to be more trustworthy in Israeli eyes than
their predecessors, Arafat and Hafez al Assad. When Bashar Assad assumed his father’s position,
he was touted by many as a Western-educated man, a professional rather than a politician, far
more modern and, perhaps, more moderate than his father. It was Assad who initiated the
opening of talks with Israel, most likely out of an interest in repairing relations with Washington,
but also, perhaps, to garner the prestige and political strength as a leader in his own right that
regaining the Golan would accord him in Damascus. And, as noted, he demonstrated both
maturity and responsibility in his restrained responses to Israeli actions in Lebanon and the attack
on the Syrian nuclear facility.

It is difficult to know just how determined Assad was to reach an accord with Israel, but with
regard to Abu Mazen and also Olmert, an additional factor that gave reason to believe that a
breakthrough might be forthcoming was their political will to reach an agreement. A critical
element for any settlement, such a political will was apparent in the exchanges between the two
leaders, as evidenced in the compromises both were willing to make despite the cost each knew
he might have to bear, in popularity or support, for each of the compromises. Abu Mazen
maintains that he believed there was the basis for a deal and that he fully expected a continuation
of the talks with Olmert, aided by the Americans, in order to bridge the final gap in January
while both Bush and Olmert were still in office. Olmert, for his part, may have calculated that the
gamble was worth it, initially because he believed this was the path Israel must take, later
perhaps because it was also a path that might save him politically. He was also convinced that
settler–right-wing opposition notwithstanding, a package deal that carried with it an end of
conflict and peace would be accepted by the majority of the Israeli public. This was evident in
opinion polls, particularly the studies conducted quarterly by Yaacov Shamir. Abu Mazen was
aware of similar findings among the Palestinian public in the polls conducted in parallel to
Shamir, by Khalil Shikaki. Both these experts, interviewing Israelis and Palestinians,
respectively, consistently found opposition to specific compromises (on Jerusalem, on the
refugees); but when they presented a final deal (with these compromises) as a package, majority
support was assured. For an Israeli policy-maker this was an important factor, for it was an
indication of just how much the situation had evolved since the Oslo Declaration of 1993. The
two-state solution was now the assumed objective, the creation of a Palestinian state accepted;
the 1967 borders were clearly the basis for the future border, with territorial compensation in the
form of swaps also understood; arrangements for sharing and even dividing parts of Jerusalem
had been put on the table and long under discussion; a prime minister had openly and repeatedly
stated that the Golan would be returned and plans developed for future arrangements; settlements
had been evacuated even from the West Bank in the disengagement, and in that same
arrangement Israel had even set a precedent by agreeing to third-party responsibility for a



security border (an EU rather than Israeli presence on the Gaza border with Egypt). Arab
countries – namely, Egypt and Jordan – had been accorded deep involvement in Israel’s relations
with the Palestinian Authority on such critical issues as security. And a positive contribution of
the Americans in the Annapolis process was to cultivate a factor previously missing: broad Arab
support for the talks, secured through regular consultations conducted by Secretary Rice. The
factor of a changed regional environment made this possible. What had only been understood by
Rabin in theory during the Oslo period had by now been enshrined in the Arab Peace Initiative.
The Arab regimes saw that their interests lay in the achievement of resolution to the conflict, and
for this they were willing to accept Israel’s right to exist, open normal relations, and ensure
security for all.

All of the above factors were favorable for a breakthrough. Yet Olmert’s efforts produced only
a near breakthrough due to some, if not all, of the negative factors also at play. The critical factor
would appear to have been the corruption charges and resignation of Olmert, which prevented
any continuation that might have produced a breakthrough. But contributing to this were the
political weakness of Olmert, the spoilers who corroded his political base and decimated his
coalition, to a large degree due to ideological objections, alongside Abu Mazen’s own weakness
due to the split among the Palestinians and the spreading strength of Hamas, both leading to a
cautious approach by Abu Mazen. We may never know if Abu Mazen’s hesitancy after the 16
September meeting was due to that factor – that is, his concern that he could not get the deal past
his own spoilers, or if, as the Americans believed (as some Israelis suggested to Abu Mazen), the
Palestinian leader decided that it was simply not wise to make a deal with an Israeli prime
minister on his way out of office. If the Palestinian partner would have ultimately consummated
a deal, we can never know. Similarly, we may never know if the talks with the Syrians that were
about to take a more direct and apparently decisive turn would have succeeded. Here, too, it was
a matter of timing or, more to the point, perhaps, the Israeli attack on Gaza that ended the talks.
In the Syrian case, virtually all of the parameters of an agreement had been discussed and even
worked out unofficially in the past, and conditions (the positive factors) seemed ripe for an
agreement. In the case of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, the near breakthrough was due to a
large degree to Olmert’s willingness to forego the past ideological, nationalist, and mistrust-
producing identity-related factors that had impeded a breakthrough on the part of his
predecessors, going all the way back to the days following the 1967 war. New impediments
might be created (e.g., the demand from Netanyahu after he came to power in 2009 that the
Palestinians recognize Israel as a Jewish state), while other favorable factors may disappear in
Israel, in the adversary, in the region, internationally or otherwise; nonetheless, under Olmert, the
Annapolis process – and possibly even the process with Syria – did constitute a near
breakthrough at the time.
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9 Conclusions

It is difficult to accord causal value to factors. For example, even if, statistically, breakthroughs
have occurred following changes in leadership, it is not certain that the new leader was the
decisive (sufficient) factor even if important (necessary). Even if it were possible to find
statistical indications in such a limited number of cases, it would be difficult to quantify the
impact or relative weight of the various factors, such as public opinion, negative as well as
positive, and it is equally difficult to quantify intangibles such as leadership status or legitimacy,
trust/mistrust, personality traits, or political will, to name but a few of the factors found in the
cases of breakthroughs in Israeli peacemaking. These, at least, are identifiable factors, but one is
hard put to even identify, much less quantify, something like “thirst for power.” There was no
direct evidence of the “thirst for power” factor in the available material, including participant
accounts and psychological analyses of Israeli peacemaking. Therefore, one can only guess when
or if such a factor played a role; at most it would be cloaked in the guise of other factors.

Addressing first the failures, of which there are more cases than breakthroughs, the over-riding
factor would indeed appear to have been intangible ideological (nationalist and/or religious)
identity-related factors on the part of the Israeli leadership, to which domestic (and diaspora)
spoilers contributed. Mistrust, born of the deeply engrained belief that the Arabs would never
accept Israel’s legitimacy, nurtured by an historical (as well as government-manipulated) sense
of persecution and victimhood, had become part of Israelis’ identity. Mistrust was particularly
strong among the Labor leaders immediately after the 1967 war and later in the cases of Golda
Meir and Rabin with regard to all of Israel’s adversaries. The rejection of Egyptian offers before
the Yom Kippur War, and Rabin’s hesitations in talks with both Egypt and the Syrians, were
signs of this attitude; it was even apparent in Rabin’s failed talks with Jordan over a partial
agreement. His mistrust of the Palestinians, specifically the PLO, long ruled out talks with the
organization, based as it was on Rabin’s conviction that the Palestinians sought a state in all of
Palestine and the right of return of all the refugees, both of which would eliminate the state the
Jews had created: Israel. The later changes in PLO policy (the 1988 acceptance of Israel’s right
to exist and the two-state solution) lessened some of these concerns though they did not fully
eliminate Rabin’s mistrust. For Barak, mistrust appeared quite strong with regard to the
Palestinians, almost surprisingly less so with regard to the Syrians, at least as an over-riding
factor. In almost all these cases, mistrust led to deal-breaking demands on the part of Israeli
leaders when it came to the West Bank, Egypt, or Syria, as precautions against future attack.
Thus, there was a preference for what was seen as “security” over peace. The exceptions to this
were Begin and Olmert (and possibly Barak). Probably only moderately less mistrustful, Begin
and Olmert, each for his own reasons, was determined to reach an agreement and therefore
willing to stop short of deal-breaking demands, making do with those safeguards that were
obtainable. Barak seemed to be moving toward a somewhat more flexible position, at least for
the distant future (due to the changes that occurred in the nature of the security threats). Still,
security demands prompted by lingering mistrust contributed to the failures of both Barak’s



negotiations at Camp David and Shepherdstown, as they had for Rabin before then. Clearly, the
perception of the threat influenced the degree or nature of the mistrust in all the cases; but only
Olmert found a way to deal with the threat as he perceived it, and the underlying mistrust, so as
to prevent failure.

There were those who attributed the preference for “security over peace” to the influence of
the military on the political echelon or in the negotiations themselves. This claim is based on the
premise that it is the duty of the military to be mistrustful – that is, to prepare for the worst case
scenario. The influence of the military (or former military) may have been a factor in the early
years (under the Eshkol, Meir, and even the first Rabin governments), but it does not appear to
have been a significant factor in the later failures. In fact, in some cases, the military played a
positive role in support of breakthroughs (1978 Camp David, Oslo), and even in the case of the
Barak Camp David failure, the military experts were occasionally more flexible than the
political. This was due to their concentration on the nature of the military threat, rather than a
matter of trust as such, and the nature of the military threat had undergone a change. Only later
did this change directly affect the thinking of the political echelon.

Mistrust also contributed to failure by precipitating misinterpretation of the adversary’s
intentions. Deep mistrust led the post-1967 war government to focus only on the “three no’s” of
the Khartoum conference, thereby misinterpreting the relative moderation of the final resolution
that both Jordan and Egypt had engineered in order to open the way for some kind of agreement
with Israel. In the wake of this misinterpretation, Israel also missed the significance of the
acceptance of Resolution 242 by Egypt and Jordan a few months later. Similarly, Sadat’s
proposals of 1971 and 1973 were met with more than skepticism due to the government’s
misinterpretation of Egypt’s ultimate intentions (though some in the government apparently did
believe the peace offer of 1973). Suspicion and apparently misinterpretation of Syria’s
willingness to make peace marked Rabin’s negotiations via the Americans, and possibly Barak’s
efforts as well. At the very least, Israel’s negative interpretations of the adversary’s intentions
(Jordan, Egypt, Syria) may not always have been justified, and they were often contested by
more positive interpretations on the part of third parties. Actually, for Rabin mistrust was
perhaps at the core of his peacemaking approach. It was apparent not only in his occasional
misinterpretation of Syria’s positions and his insistence upon proofs of Assad’s peaceful
intentions, but it was also built into the Oslo Accords (viz. their interim nature), along with
Rabin’s avoidance of any commitment to the creation of a Palestinian state and insistence upon
the Jordan River as Israel’s security border.

In the end, mistrust also affected Israel leaders’ political will or determination to pursue an
agreement. Not only did it generate deal-breaking security demands but, also, the belief that a
genuine peace agreement was unattainable. This belief was characterized by the post-1967
Eshkol and Meir government approaches and Rabin’s attitude toward the Palestinians for many
years (though he was will to test). It was also apparent in Rabin’s negotiations with Syria that
dragged on and on, eroding whatever political will may have existed on either side.

Ideology – that is, nationalist ideology in the case of Labor governments – contributed
significantly to policy with regard to the West Bank. All of the Labor leaders, including the
“younger” generations of Rabin, Peres, and Barak, adhered to the attitude, indeed the conviction,
that the territory of the West Bank is “ours,” to keep or give up, to control, to divide, as they saw
fit – perhaps depending upon other factors. For the right-wing and religious parties, ideology
(whether nationalist or religious or both) obviously stopped at the “it is ours,” with nothing of



Eretz Israel to be relinquished. Insofar as Labor was willing to keep or “give up” part of the land,
the party claimed to be guided purely by security-related considerations. Yet its ideological
stance was apparent in the settlement project it undertook and supported from 1967 onwards.
Settlements such as those in Gush Etzion or the Gaza Strip belied the purely security argument,
with settlements ultimately becoming a deal breaker themselves, due to pragmatic if not
ideological considerations, in the territorial discussions under the later governments of Barak and
of Olmert (as the security relevance of the Jordan River border diminished). But even earlier, for
Begin the ideological attachment to the settlement enterprise almost prevented the breakthrough
of the Camp David accords with Sadat.

The other “deal-breaker” behind the failures was the Israeli position on East Jerusalem.
Historically, before 1967, the difference we saw above between Labor and the right wing with
regard to the West Bank was generally the same regarding Jerusalem. Given other
considerations, some compromise on Jerusalem was viewed as possible (viz. Ben Gurion’s
acceptance of the 1947 Partition Plan despite the absence of Jewish sovereignty over Jerusalem).
But after 1967, until 2008, this difference virtually disappeared, as both political camps defined
Jerusalem as the historic as well religious focus of Jewish legitimacy in this land. Even the
secular Barak, who was willing to consider relinquishing control of at least some parts of East
Jerusalem, would not forgo Israeli sovereignty over the Temple Mount even when it constituted
a deal-breaker.

Religious and nationalist ideology, along with mistrust, was the main factor among the
spoilers from the political echelon (though economic interests may also have motivated some).
One may assume that there were economic interests among those who sought to hold onto the
occupied territories; but aside from pointing to actual business deals and investment, it is hard to
find evidence of direct influence on the political echelon (unless one adopts a single factor
analysis that explains the occupation as a colonialist enterprise of Israeli governments since
1967). In the failures (and in the breakthroughs) the political spoilers did not make life easy for
the leaders who sought peace agreements, but the degree to which they negatively influenced the
process varied. The political spoilers, with their threats to the government’s majority and
encouragement of public opposition, weakened Rabin and Barak, despite the legitimacy both of
them had in the eyes of the public. For Barak this was to be a critical factor, at least on the Syrian
track, as he questioned his ability to get an agreement past the government and the Knesset.
Right-wing governments, such as that of Begin, did not have this problem to the same degree
inasmuch as they could count on the support of the opposition, Labor and the left, in case of an
agreement. The spoilers within Begin’s own camp did have some impact upon the content of the
agreement actually reached with Egypt, but not to the point of preventing the breakthrough.
Insofar as spoilers from the political establishment allied with or encouraged public action
against the government in the Oslo period, they could certainly be counted among the various
factors responsible for the failure. The assassination of Rabin, largely due to incitement created
by the political and public opponents to Oslo, brought a halt to the process that Peres was unable
and Netanyahu was unwilling to revive. Precipitous decisions by Peres to advance elections
brought a halt to the talks with Syria as well, though Netanyahu did authorize resumption of at
least indirect talks (via Ron Lauder) in 1998.1 Some might argue that timing was a critical factor
for the 2000 Camp David and later Annapolis failures, namely, in both cases, the impending
departure from office of both the Israeli leaders and the American presidents. Olmert, however,



would argue (indeed, he has argued) that the timing was, in fact, the result of political spoilers
who harassed him incessantly with corruption allegations even of their own creation, to the point
of cutting short his period in office. If his accusations were true, they could be held responsible
for the shortened time period left for reaching a final agreement (though the Gaza war may also
have been a factor, further cutting short the time remaining). Blaming his opponents, Olmert (but
also Abu Mazen) considered timing to have been the critical factor that rendered the Annapolis
process only a “near breakthrough.” Somewhat connected to this, Olmert’s political rivals (with
their advice to Abu Mazen that he wait for a new leader) may have been a factor in the
Palestinians’ hesitation to conclude a deal with Olmert as he was leaving office, though that
could only be considered one of many factors in the failure.

The role of political spoilers was closely linked to popular action and public opinion, though it
is always difficult to determine to what degree public opinion, as such, contributed to policy
decisions. In the aftermath of the 1967 war, public opinion does not appear to have been a factor
in the government decisions that prevented a breakthrough with Jordan. Similarly, public opinion
does not appear to have affected Golda Meir’s decisions regarding Egypt. Nor was public
opinion in opposition to the positions of the government in either case. While public opinion
during Rabin’s second period opposed compromise on the Golan, this was not a critical factor in
Rabin’s decisions or hesitations. This same negative public sentiment, and public opinion as a
factor at all, would seem to have come into play for Peres – who moved quickly, perhaps too
quickly, in order to amass popularity prior to elections. Public opinion played a far larger role in
the Barak period, possibly even a critical role, as suggested by President Clinton and chief
negotiator Uri Sagie, among others, in connection with Barak’s retreat and the failure on the
Syrian track. Yet, for all that Israelis had been negatively affected by the failure of Oslo and then
the violence of the second Intifada, public opinion did not work against a breakthrough in the
Annapolis process. The Israeli public, as reflected by opinion polls and surveys, continued to
support negotiations, even after Olmert’s legitimacy to make an agreement had been
compromised.

The role or impact of public opinion depended to a good deal on the leader’s concept of
leadership. Rabin, like the generation of leaders before him, and the pragmatic Olmert after him,
adhered to a concept that one should lead, not follow, the public, though he was perhaps more
cautious than Olmert. Rabin believed that one should not get too far ahead of the public, and he
therefore sought what he would need to bring to the public in order to gain its support for an
agreement (particularly with the Syrians). However, at most this was but one factor for Rabin.
Basically, his confidence that he could bring about a shift in public thinking contributed to his
undertaking talks for peace on both the Syrian and the Palestinian tracks when he came to power.
As such, it was a significant factor contributing to the Oslo breakthrough. In the case of Olmert,
the role of the concept of leadership is clearer. At most, Olmert was concerned only that the
military establishment be sufficiently satisfied as to be able to reassure the public with regard to
the security arrangements. The decline in his popularity may even have motivated him further to
work for a breakthrough, but there is no evidence that it worked as a negative factor except
insofar as it affected the adversary’s belief in Olmert’s ability to deliver, or not, in the end. This
effect, however, is related more to status and legitimacy of the leader than to public opinion
regarding an agreement or the modalities of an agreement. The lack of security credentials and
status worked against Peres and may actually have been a decisive factor in his failure to sustain
the Oslo process after the terrorist attacks of February and March 2006, leading then to the



election of Netanyahu.
Leadership style may also have been a contributing factor to the failures. Rabin’s slow,

deliberate, and mistrustful manner may have discouraged his adversary Assad; it may have led to
missed opportunities to achieve a breakthrough. Yet, the opposite approach, Peres’s hasty moves
and abrupt shift to a different set of Israeli demands, may have aroused Assad’s suspicions no
less than Rabin’s hesitation had. And Barak’s arrogance, with regard not only to his adversaries
but even to his own colleagues, therefore leading him to forego advice, contributed greatly to the
problematic nature of the negotiations themselves and the resulting failures.

Indeed, the nature of the “process” was also an important factor. In the case of the Oslo
Accords, for example, the interim nature of the agreement and inherent flaws, such as the
absence of monitoring or guarantees for implementation, played a large role in their failure.
During the later part (post-Rabin) of the Oslo period, and particularly under Barak, the Israeli
method of negotiating was a decidedly negative factor, especially at Camp David. Israeli
negotiators approached the talks as a bargaining session of give-and-take: each side gives a little,
takes a little, a tit for tat of mutual compromises. But this implied equality or symmetry that the
Palestinians saw as misplaced. Not only did they see themselves as the side that had been
deprived (by Israel) of what was rightfully theirs, they also had already made their critical
“historic compromise,” the abandonment of their goal of a state in all of Palestine and a
willingness to make do with just the territory occupied by Israel in 1967. Moreover, inasmuch as
all Israeli leaders (and their negotiators), from the Eshkol government to Olmert’s, adhered to the
attitude that all of the land was “ours,” they approached each issue as if Israel were making a
concession by “giving” the Palestinians a certain amount of the West Bank, for example, or a
neighborhood or two in East Jerusalem, and so forth. Even Olmert told Abu Mazen that his was a
“generous offer,” fully expecting Abu Mazen to appreciate what Israel was willing to “concede”
in the way of territory in the West Bank or in East Jerusalem. This offensive and condescending,
as well as unjustifiable, approach may well have contributed at least somewhat to the failure of
Oslo, more perhaps to that of Camp David. Israelis believed that they were, in fact, granting
concessions to the Palestinians, not just because the West Bank or East Jerusalem was currently
in Israel’s possession but because these areas “rightfully” belonged to Israel. As a result, Israeli
negotiators faulted the Palestinians for trying to gain such “concessions.” Even in dealing with
the Egyptians and Syrians, in which cases Israel did not relate to the territories involved as
“disputed” (with the exception of the exact 1967 line), it nonetheless employed a “bargaining,”
give-and-take approach that may have contributed to the failures that occurred. In the case of
Begin with Sadat, this approach marred the pre-Camp David negotiations to the point of nearly
preventing a breakthrough.

Another aspect of the process considered by some to have contributed to failure in the
Annapolis negotiations and probably also both the talks with the Syrians and the Barak–Arafat
Camp David talks was the guiding principle that nothing was agreed until everything was agreed.
Both American and Israeli participants were later to view this as a flaw, though the Palestinian
participants may not agree; in fact, this principle did leave the way open to tradeoffs, particularly
on the more problematic issues. Still another process-related factor was the use of a third party,
which may have been a contributing factor to the failures insofar as it replaced the potentially
trust-building effect of direct, person-to-person talks. Yet, while direct talks with King Hussein
over the years contributed to trust, they did not manage to overcome the differences over
substantive issues (until those issues had undergone change). Moreover, in the case of Begin and



Sadat, frequent personal contact actually led to animosity, necessitating third-party involvement.
Similarly, personal contact did not help in any of Barak’s negotiating attempts. Yet, the
involvement of a third party, specifically the Americans, could be problematic. The older
generation, for example, the Eshkol and Meir governments, and also to some extent Rabin, did
not fully trust the United States to act on their behalf, particularly during the Nixon period but
also even in the earlier Johnson period. Israel did not grant much weight to American advice in
the post-1967 period nor was it always candid with the Americans (e.g., about the fact that Israel
was holding meetings with King Hussein shortly after the war). In this sense, the suspicious view
of the third party may have limited the possibility of using US assistance to achieve a
breakthrough. Indeed, Israeli suspicions of the Americans may have led them to reject steps or
proposals that might have led to a breakthrough – for example, with Jordan, possibly even Egypt.
Rabin, however, went further; he believed that the Americans had actually hurt the chances for a
breakthrough by means of faulty mediation between himself and Hafez Assad. Barak, too,
thought the Americans played a problematic role with the Syrians (e.g., in the Geneva summit)
and especially at Camp David. Many on the US team faulted themselves and/or Clinton for not
conducting the Camp David talks more actively, productively, or authoritatively. High-ranking
US observers also attributed the failure of the Annapolis process at least in part to the absence of
US involvement as well as inconsistencies or policy differences on the American side. The
Jewish American diaspora played a minor role, often a negative one with regard to the
achievement of a breakthrough, particularly during the Oslo process. Yet, there is no evidence
that this was an important much less critical role in the final analysis, despite the diaspora’s
generally right-wing lobbying of the US Congress on both the Syrian and Palestinian issues. The
only exception would be if Olmert were correct in his accusations that the diaspora was linked
politically and financially to the political opposition in Israel, providing the material and funds
for the campaign against him that ultimately brought him down, and with him his peace efforts.
If there were truth to these accusations (which are not as farfetched as they may appear), then
one could conclude that the diaspora did, indeed, play a critical role in the failure of the
Annapolis process, causing both a crisis of timing and an erosion of confidence in Olmert’s
ability to make a deal.

An additional outside factor may have been the regional environment. In the post-1967 war
period there were signs of change in the thinking of the regional actors, but Israel misread these
signs, as noted above. Thus, Israel’s failure to comprehend the positive change in attitudes within
the region was a contributing factor to the failure with Jordan, if not Egypt as well. Although it
was basically mistrust that led not only to the failure to perceive the change but also motivated
Israeli’s deal-breaking positions, the failure to engage the region may have contributed to the
failure of Barak at Camp David. The future of Jerusalem was of importance to the Arab states as
well as the Palestinians, but Israel (and America’s) failure to engage and cultivate Egypt and
Jordan before the issue was raised at Camp David did negatively affect the outcome of those
talks. Later comprehension of this mistake was to play a role in the near-breakthrough of the
Annapolis process.

Notwithstanding the positive role the region might but did not play, this was not necessarily
critical, as evidenced by the success of the Begin–Sadat Camp David summit despite strong
regional opposition to such a breakthrough. Other factors outweighed this problem, particularly
determination of the adversary, as we shall see below. The role of the adversary was a key factor
in the failures; certainly, Israeli leaders attributed failure, indeed all the failures, to the



recalcitrance of the adversary, whether King Hussein, Hafiz Assad, Arafat or even, to some
degree, Abu Mazen. Their failures to accept Israel’s “offers” were attributed to various motives
and factors difficult to prove or disprove.

Although it was under Arafat that the PLO changed its policy in 1988 and accepted the two-
state solution, doubts remained about Arafat’s intentions. Was he really interested in peace with
Israel or did his failure to curb Islamic spoilers – Hamas and Jihad terrorists – during the Oslo
period indicate the opposite? Did his hesitation to consider various compromises at Camp David
– for example, over Jerusalem – indicate disinterest in reaching an agreement or a genuine belief
that he had to contend with naysayers in his own camp or even the Islamic world (with regard to
the Haram al Sherif)? Or did Arafat genuinely believe that Camp David was intended by Barak
as a trap or, at the least, that it had been convened before the complicated issues had been
sufficiently deliberated to lead to agreement? Did he believe that he could get a “better deal” by
holding out (as in a bargaining situation) or at a later time, possibly even with a new president –
one of the explanations for his ambiguous response to the Clinton Parameters? All or even some
of the doubtful or negative intentions attributed to Arafat could account for the failures of Oslo
and Camp David. Arafat was not an accommodating or even trustworthy negotiating partner –
certainly not in Israeli or even American eyes – and he demonstrated only minimal
acknowledgement of Israeli legitimacy. Similarly, Hafiz Assad was not an easy partner. He was a
suspicious, cold, and distant adversary who refused even to provide confidence-building
measures, rejecting direct talks at the summit level that might have produced greater trust and
flexibility on the Israeli side. As was the case with Arafat, Assad’s apparent inflexibility was
interpreted ultimately by Israel as an absence of a genuine interest in peace with Israel – and
therefore the cause of the failures.

On the background of the underlying mistrust, failure was therefore attributed to the intentions
and positions of the adversary, despite the fact that Israel’s positions or proposals may have been
genuine problems for the other side. Obviously, if the adversaries had accepted the Israeli
positions, failure would have been averted both with the Palestinians and the Syrians, but that is
to ignore the nature of the proposals themselves. The deal-breakers with the Palestinians –
namely, Israel’s claims to almost all of East Jerusalem and the Temple Mount, the security
demands regarding the Jordan Rift Valley or at least the Jordan River border, and the later
territorial demands in order to accommodate the majority of the settlers – were all major factors
for the failures. The apparent inability to resolve the last of these (the territorial issue) may
therefore have been a critical – perhaps even the critical – factor in the failure of the Annapolis
process insofar as there was a failure. Yet, deal-breaker proposals came not only from the Israeli
side. Palestinian demands on the refugee issue might have been a deal breaker for Israel if all
other matters had been resolved. The Palestinians did not view this issue any less a justifiable
grievance than their claims to the areas occupied in 1967. But for Israel the introduction of
claims from 1948 was perceived as challenging Israel’s legitimacy altogether, or at the least an
effort to take over the state, demographically, and therefore clearly constituting a deal-breaker.
Since final discussion of the refugee issue was never reached, neither at Camp David nor in the
Annapolis process, it is impossible to know if compromises that had been suggested (e.g., those
of the Clinton Parameters) would have produced a breakthrough or if this issue would have led
ultimately to failure. On the Syrian track, Israeli demands regarding the albeit miniscule
territorial issue of the northeast corner of the Kinneret was the apparent cause of the failure, but
subsequent progress on this issue suggests that other, already noted factors, including mutual



mistrust, played a more important role.
Finally, among the negative factors – namely, those contributing to failures – there is the

matter of leadership changes. Aside from the Rabin to Peres succession, which did play a
negative role, the other changes generally occurred after the failures had already taken place:
Netanyahu’s succession to Peres, and later to Olmert; or Sharon’s succession to Barak. Of
course, one might argue that had these leadership changes not taken place, along with those that
occurred in Washington as well, negotiations might have been resumed and led to breakthroughs.
In fact, contacts of various kinds were resumed both with the Syrians and the Palestinians even
under the new, conservative Israeli leaders; but these contacts did little if anything to reverse the
earlier failures, and, particularly in the case of Netanyahu, the leadership change was a decidedly
negative factor with regard to a possible, future breakthrough.

Turning to factors for success, leadership changes were, however, major factors in the
breakthroughs and near-breakthrough that occurred. On the domestic scene, the shift from Labor-
dominated governments to the Begin government of 1977 surprisingly led to the first
breakthrough: the peace with Egypt. A personal meeting with Sadat and the achievement of a full
peace agreement with Egypt were objectives set by Begin. Unlike his predecessors, Begin was
willing to pay the price that a peace agreement would clearly entail, and it was this willingness
that would play a critical role, together with other factors, in the ultimate breakthrough.
Similarly, the later leadership shift from the intransigent Likud leader Shamir to Rabin in 1992
(indeed, from the conservative Likud to the more liberal Labor Party) was one of the keys to the
Oslo breakthrough. In each of these cases the leadership change was a necessary if insufficient
factor. In the case of Olmert, it is not certain if the shift from Sharon to Olmert was a key factor
inasmuch as Sharon’s own apparently changing objectives remain unclear. But it was the new
leader, Olmert, who initiated the policy that led to the near-breakthrough of the Annapolis
process.

Begin and Rabin both enjoyed status and legitimacy as leaders insofar as they were respected
for their integrity and judgment. Despite his small parliamentary majority, Rabin had the added
virtue of his military standing. While in the cases of Begin and Rabin their status contributed to
their successes, it is not clear that the absence of such status would have negatively affected
Olmert’s efforts in the long run. In any case, other factors played equal if not more important
roles in the breakthroughs, including and especially those factors that guided each of these
leaders himself. In an indirect way, ideology was the motivating factor for Begin as he sought to
avoid pressure to relinquish the West Bank (Eretz Israel). By withdrawing from Sinai he could
claim fulfillment of Israel’s obligations, as he chose to interpret them, under Resolution 242. For
Rabin, and especially for Olmert, it was actually a matter of putting ideology aside as they
engaged in a reappraisal of the importance or role of the occupied territories for Israel’s future.
As we have seen, it was not that trust replaced mistrust as a major factor for any of the three
leaders, but rather the changed estimate on the part of each of them regarding the nature of the
threat to Israel’s interests. This revised view of the threat operated as a “push” for a new policy,
not necessarily in Zartman’s meaning that a stalemate had been reached but, rather, something
close to a “breaking point” – namely, the conclusion that the old path was not working (a form of
stalemate, perhaps) but, in fact, was leading to harm and must not be allowed to continue. For
Begin, the reassessment was the many lives lost in the Yom Kippur War; for Rabin and Olmert,
it was the instability inherent in the continued occupation as demonstrated by the first and second
Intifadas, respectively. In addition, Rabin and Olmert both had concerns related to the home



front; for Rabin these had been highlighted by the Scud attacks of the first Gulf War, and for
Olmert by the rocket attacks of the second Lebanon War. The demographic issue, long a
consideration in Labor Party thinking, now plagued both these two leaders. Thus, all three
underwent shifts in their estimates of the dangers facing Israel, particularly Rabin and even more
so Olmert (mainly, but not only, in response to various types of violence). And these shifts acted
as something of a “push” toward peace efforts. For Begin, there was something of a “pull”
towards peace in the form of the changed leadership in Cairo and, also, the estimate that without
Egypt the Arab states (i.e., Syria) would not risk a war against Israel. For Rabin, the changed
international and regional political environment (collapse of the Soviet Union, the new
American-led world order, the Arab states’ turn to the US and their concern over the rise of
radical Islam, the weakening of the PLO because of the loss of Soviet backing and also the loss
of Saudi financing after the Iraq War) created a “window of opportunity.” This was accompanied
by a negative time factor – namely, anticipation of the spread of weapons of mass destruction in
the region. For Olmert the regional factors were not cardinal though they were positive: a
mutuality of interests vis à vis Iran, along with an Arab interest in ending the Palestinian conflict,
as reflected in the Arab Peace Initiative and declared Arab willingness to normalize relations
with Israel in return. But for Rabin and, especially, for Olmert, the threat to Israeli interests
posed by continuation of the occupation was cardinal, promising as it did renewed bloodshed, a
threat to Israeli democracy or, even worse in their eyes, a bi-national state. All of these factors
contributed to the Israeli decisions to pursue agreements, but many of them, such as the changed
regional factors, also played a role in the achievement of the breakthroughs themselves, as we
shall discuss below.

Domestic political factors, despite the strength of spoilers and shaky coalitions, played a
positive role insofar as the leaders could point to public support. In reaction to Sadat’s dramatic
visit, public mistrust and fears were greatly reduced, as were concerns by many politicians
regarding Egyptian interest in peace (i.e., acceptance of Israel). In addition to the public support
for a peace accord with Egypt, there were now also broad expectations that agreement would
ensue. Even Begin acknowledged these expectations as a factor that weighed in favor of
returning from Camp David with an agreement. Given his own leadership strength and abilities,
he did not appear in need of bowing to the spoilers beyond certain accommodations to their
sensitivities, but he also benefitted from the support of the Knesset opposition and therefore was
able easily to withstand the skeptics in his own camp. Rabin too benefitted from public opinion,
as did Olmert, despite the fact that Olmert did not enjoy the same status and legitimacy of either
Begin or Rabin. The effects of both Intifadas on the public’s desire to see an end to the conflict
with the Palestinians were important factors (possibly in addition to the underlying changes of
Israeli society from one guided by a collective ethos to one based more on competitive
individualism). The failure of the Oslo process and Camp David, followed by the trauma of the
second Intifada, created deep skepticism as to the possibility of a breakthrough, but this did not
hamper the public support for the effort to reach an accord. While less strong, support for an
agreement even with Syria was apparent, at least in the Olmert period. Like Begin (and unlike
Barak), however, both Rabin and Olmert believed that leadership would outweigh opposition.
All three believed that the leader’s duty was to determine the nation’s goals and to pursue them,
whether these were popular or not, confident that in the end the public would be led.

In the cases in point, a critical factor was the political will of each of these leaders – namely,
the determination to find a way to achieve the goal or engineer a breakthrough. Thus, process



had something to do with success. Begin employed diplomatic tricks, ambiguous formulations,
separate assurances or disclaimers, many of which bordered on deceit. These were, in part, due
to his own beliefs, but also in response to the sensitivities of his own camp. He also sought the
advice and interventions of advisors and colleagues. Together, all of this attested to his
determination to find a way to achieve an agreement with Egypt. Rabin, ever skeptical, employed
different tactics, both for the achievement of the initial breakthrough and in the Oslo process
itself. Albeit without much enthusiasm, he allowed skilled, peace-oriented (in Israeli terms
“dovish”) individuals chosen by his political rival, Peres, to conduct back channel negotiations to
create a basis for movement. While the end product varied little from ideas Rabin himself had
proposed many years earlier, the key was the change in Rabin’s thinking (noted above) that
allowed a peace process to be conducted with the previously rejected partner, the PLO. Rabin
then agreed to proceed on a step-by-step basis, in a form of a testing but basically patient
approach that consisted also of direct bilateral talks with Arafat as well as the use of private
intermediaries. All of this attested to Rabin’s determination to reach an agreement with the
Palestinians. We do not know how far this determination would have extended or what he would
have been willing, ultimately, to do in the final status talks, but the continued breakthrough in the
form of Oslo II, despite the actions of the spoilers on both sides, suggested a strong political will
on Rabin’s part to achieve an agreement.

While neither Rabin nor Olmert later made more than a minor (rhetorical) effort to calm
opponents, they both, however, did seek to placate the settlers. Each of them permitted the
continuation of potentially deal-breaking settlement construction; but in the cases of both
leaders, this was designed to ease the process until a final reckoning would have to be made with
the settlers. Olmert’s negotiating tactic was particularly constructive, relying on quiet and direct,
person-to-person talks of a nearly secret nature. He tended to disregard the more detailed
discussions undertaken by his supposed representative, Livny, leaving the decision-making to
himself and relying on the lower-level expert groups to prepare the infrastructure for
implementation of the eventual agreement. This was a top-down, bottom-up approach (that
ignored the middle track) and avoided publicity. Moreover, Olmert sought advice and agreed to
compromises out of a pragmatic (and realistic) approach to find devices – for example, with
respect to Jerusalem, specifically the holy places – in order to come as close as possible to
minimum Palestinian demands. This attested to his political will and determination to achieve a
breakthrough, and while there was no final accord on the two potential deal-breakers, for the
territorial percentages needed to accommodate maximum number of settlers, and the number of
refugees Israel would accept to accommodate the Palestinians, nonetheless, Olmert – and Abu
Mazen – later claimed that these issues too would have been solved, and failure prevented. A
similarly pragmatic and realistic approach was to be applied by Olmert to the Syrian track, and
initially the negotiating technique was similar – virtually secret top-level talks, albeit through a
mediator. How and by whom the planned direct talks would have taken place was not revealed.
Although such talks reportedly were to be held between foreign ministers, here too Olmert
planned only for bilateral expert meetings (on specific issues) to implement the decisions reached
in principle between the leaders themselves, in whatever manner that took place.

The successful use of a third party – namely, the Americans in the breakthrough with Egypt,
the Norwegians in connection with Oslo, and the Turks with regard to the Syria – certainly
suggests a critical factor. To a lesser degree, Morocco and Rumania also played positive roles.
Yet, this factor, specifically the role of the Americans, did not significantly change the cases that



ended in failure. While the difference from the failures lay in the many other factors at play – or
missing – even in the successful cases, the role of the third parties varied. The American role was
already evident, if indirect, in Begin’s decision to move on the Egyptian track due to the Israeli
leader’s concern over the changes that the new US president (Carter) had introduced in American
policy. The new policy was one far more sensitive to the Palestinian issue and geared to
obtaining a comprehensive peace agreement (as distinct from his predecessor’s step-by-step
method), which would mean pressure on Israel regarding withdrawal from the West Bank. More
directly, the role of President Carter, personally, in the Camp David talks was an important, even
critical factor. It was not just Carter’s presence and authority but also his thorough preparation,
his assistance (virtual micro-management), and his persuasion in devising the formulations and
compromises achieved that enabled the peace agreement that was finally signed in March 1979.
Similar efforts by Clinton at the second Camp David fell short, not just because of other factors
(which, indeed, were at play), but also because of the shortcomings in the Americans’ approach,
an absence of more forceful direct intervention. Yet, while earlier the Americans had not been
involved in the initial breakthrough in Oslo, their public backing by means of the White House
ceremony did help in its promotion. They may also be said to have significantly assisted later in
the achievement of Oslo II. But it was Norwegian facilitation that had brought the two sides
together at a time when the formal Madrid negotiations in Washington were at an impasse. And
the quiet mediation by the Norwegians, including talks with Arafat in Tunis, for example, should
not be ignored as a contributing factor. There was minimal American involvement in the Israeli
peace agreement with Jordan; nor was there any need for much involvement once the Oslo
Accords had been negotiated (eliminating the major issues between Israel and Jordan and
providing legitimation for Jordanian moves). Moreover, Washington was not entirely happy with
Jordan (after the Iraq War) or with digression from the Syrian track at the time. Yet, it had an
indirect role since the prospect of repairing relations with the US was part of Hussein’s
objectives. In this, the diaspora played a (rare) positive role for the breakthrough. Mobilized by
Israel, diaspora leaders pressed Congress to cancel the Jordanian debt, as requested by Hussein in
the peace talks. On the whole, Washington limited itself to minor procedural proposals, along
with public backing for formal talks (which the Americans claimed to have initiated) at a White
House ceremony, and then at the final signing ceremony, belying the fact that the US had played
only a marginal role.

This was not the case with Syria. A third party had always been necessary between Israel and
the Syrians, even after the ascent to power of Assad’s son Bashar. At least some third-party
involvement was required presumably due to Syrian hostility to Israel, and the preferred
candidate was the US given Syria’s interest in using an accord with Israel as a means to
improved relations with Washington. When the Americans were unwilling, other third parties
previously informally involved – primarily, the Swiss and the Turks – became options. Once
Israel, under Olmert, decided to pursue the Syrian track, Turkey was the preferred choice given
both the desirable improvement that had occurred in Israeli–Turkish relations and Turkey’s
position as a regional player as well as a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO). We know very little of the Turkish role itself except that in addition to Ankara having
been supremely discreet, its role was both direct and at the highest level. It was also, apparently,
successful.

On the Palestinian track, Olmert did not believe that the Americans were needed or that any
third party would necessarily render the talks easier. He viewed personal, bilateral talks as the



most conducive method for reaching compromises. There were Americans who did not share this
view, and also those who maintained that the absence of effective American involvement
contributed to the failure, insofar as there was a failure. Nonetheless, the Americans can be
credited with having provided backing for the initiation of the process already undertaken by
Olmert. More importantly, they can be credited with harnessing official regional support for the
Annapolis process along with possibly critical Arab support for the compromises reached on
Jerusalem and other issues. As noted above, such support was not solicited or nurtured in time
for the Barak–Arafat talks at Camp David; both the Americans and the Israelis avoided that
mistake in 2008, suggesting a learning curve. In those earlier talks, the regional atmosphere had
also been generally positive, despite Barak’s zigzagging on the Oslo track and failure with Syria;
but by 2008 the region’s leaders were far more united around a coherent position, as
demonstrated by the Arab Peace Initiative that continued to be reconfirmed. Nevertheless, the
American effort to keep the Arab states engaged (prompted by Saudi pressure on Washington),
alongside continuous Israeli contact with Egypt and Jordan, was a major factor.

Finally, there is the role of the adversary and, more specifically, leadership changes on the side
of the adversary. Israeli leadership, Israeli proposals, the nature of the processes, as well as the
contributions of domestic political and public opinion factors, along with regional and third-party
factors, would all ultimately affect or be affected by the critical factor of the adversary. Sadat,
Abu Mazen, and possibly even Bashar Assad, each in his own time and in his own way, appeared
more trustworthy and promising than their predecessors. King Hussein had long enjoyed Israeli
trust, rebuilt in direct contacts over the years after the 1967 war. Thus, Jordan and Israel were
able relatively easily to resolve the issues around the small amount of Jordanian land taken by
Israel over the years and the water sources involved. Other issues that had previously tried Israeli
trust, and violated it – namely, the security issues related to the West Bank or the more recent
deal-breaker of the settlements – were no longer relevant to Israeli peace with Jordan since King
Hussein had returned his claim to the West Bank to the Palestinians in 1988. And whatever
remaining claim or interest Jordan had with regard to the holy sites in Jerusalem had been
accommodated in the Israeli–Jordanian peace treaty, to be finally ensconced later in Palestinian–
Israel agreements. Indeed, King Hussein was to become an important mediator between Israel
and the Palestinians during the Oslo period, and under his son and heir, King Abdullah, Jordan
assisted Israel in security arrangements with the Palestinians. Moreover, Jordan also played a
major role with regard to the Arab Peace Initiative.

The advent of Sadat to power in Egypt brought a new vision for his country that included a
shift in international orientation, to the US, and an end to conflict with Israel. Sadat understood
the psychological nature of the conflict for Israelis, and it was this aspect that he confronted
directly in his visit, particularly in his speech to the Knesset. Thus, although it was initially
Begin who had sought a personal meeting, it was Sadat, with his dramatic visit to Jerusalem,
who penetrated the barriers of Israeli mistrust. Other factors played a role, even a critical role
perhaps; but Sadat’s extraordinary act, opposed not only by most of the Arab countries but also
by many of Sadat’s own officials and colleagues, was the key that opened the door to the peace
treaty. And his ultimate cooperation at Camp David – in agreeing to the ambiguities and devices
of Begin – made the peace possible.

Nothing as dramatic as the Sadat visit occurred or could have been expected from the new
leadership in Syria. Bashar Assad basically revived his father’s efforts to shift the country’s
orientation westward as well as to regain the land lost to Israel in 1967. Like his father, he agreed



to Syrian participation in a conference that opened a peace process with Israel, and, albeit with
reservations, he endorsed the Arab Peace Initiative. Whether he would prove a less difficult, less
suspicious negotiating partner was not brought to a test inasmuch as Olmert’s time ran out and
subsequent tentatives on both his and Israel’s parts dissipated with the stirrings of the “Arab
Spring” and subsequent civil war in Syria.

Abu Mazen, however, was a distinctly different leader from Arafat and while far less an
authoritative figure, he nonetheless inspired far more trust as an individual. His longstanding
rejection of violence had made him a preferred candidate for power in the eyes of the Israelis and
the Americans, even before Arafat’s death. As a leader, he was willing to provide confidence-
building measures, most notably security assurances – and actions – that provided an opening for
Israel to resume serious final status discussions with him. Unquestionably, Abu Mazen was a far
more flexible and creative negotiating partner than Arafat regarding the formerly deal-breaking
issues of Jerusalem and Israeli security interests. Whether he ultimately would have been as
forthcoming on the remaining territorial issue or, as he claimed, on the refugee issue is still not
known. Abu Mazen was to insist that the deal could have been made had time not run out. He
appeared to have the necessary political will; he may not have had the necessary political power.
But his leadership played a critical role in the near-breakthrough produced by the Annapolis
process.

The willingness of Israel’s adversaries, Sadat, King Hussein, Abu Mazen, and possibly Bashar
Assad, to make peace with Israel was the result of the more pragmatic – and realistic – approach
that had begun to characterize the region’s leaders over the years. Indeed, some of the
pragmatism had been apparent even among their predecessors. But the additional, perhaps new,
characteristic common to Sadat, Hussein, and Abu Mazen was a greater understanding of Israelis
– their history, their fears (despite the might of the Israel Defense Forces), and even their need to
have their legitimacy in the region acknowledged. These leaders, in particular the Palestinian,
may not have fully accepted this legitimacy – namely, acceptance of the Jews as a people with a
right to self-determination and on this piece of land. Nonetheless, they understood and, more
importantly, were willing to agree officially to the “right of Israel to exist within secure and
recognized borders” in the region – without necessarily spelling out the basis of this right. For
Israel, this phrase was the heart of Resolution 242; it was the core of the conflict with the
Palestinians in particular. Eventually even Arafat had been willing to acknowledge this right in
the PLO’s historic 1988 decision (and in the Oslo DOP) that constituted the turning point in the
conflict and made breakthrough possible. But Abu Mazen was able to go beyond Arafat’s
declarative acknowledgement. He did so by means of accommodation of the Israeli attachment to
Jerusalem – the Temple Mount, which for Israelis was the symbolic embodiment of the state’s
legitimacy. Abu Mazen, and Olmert, were each willing to go half way on this sensitive,
previously deal-breaking issue by allowing (at least implicitly) that no one country would have
sovereignty over the holy places.

The transformation – the breakthroughs and near-breakthrough that did occur in the Arab–
Israel conflict – were due to many factors, but most of all to an evolution or series of changes
that occurred in Israel. Other changes, first of all in Israel’s adversaries, but also in the region
and beyond, clearly contributed; they were even vital. Nonetheless, the few successes could not
have occurred if Israeli leaders had not come to perceive the threats to Israel somewhat
differently over the years. Holding onto the occupied territories appeared to carry the danger of
repeated bloodshed – in the earlier period, with regard only to Sinai, but later with regard to



uprisings (Intifadas) and rocket attacks (in the north as well as the south) challenging the public’s
resilience. In time, the so-called demographic threat to the Jewish but also democratic nature of
Israel implied a choice, ultimately, between apartheid or a bi-national state in the whole area (as
distinct from a state meant to be the fulfillment of Jewish national self-determination within the
smaller 1949–1967 borders). These threats to Israel were not necessarily the considerations that
guided the general public; but if these were not uppermost in the general consciousness, the
perception of the conflict or the means of dealing with it did undergo an evolution among the
public. The Palestinians were eventually acknowledged as a people, in time the two-state
solution was generally assumed to be the best option, and the future borders of the Palestinian
state were understood to be the 1967 lines subject only to the practical (albeit supremely
difficult) matter of the numbers of settlers to be evacuated. Like the issue of the settlements, so
too the future status of East Jerusalem was placed on the negotiating table, also to be subject to
practical rather than ideological, emotional, or even religious criteria. Even third-party
involvement in security matters became acceptable, as security was no longer perceived in terms
of territory and solutions no longer perceived in terms of ideology or religion. In pragmatic
terms, peace agreements began to be perceived as a safeguard against fear and mistrust, at least
insofar as changes in the region and beyond suggested the need – or chances – for pragmatism.
Louis Kriesberg in his analysis of transformation of intractable conflict might call this an identity
change, similar to that which occurred in South Africa. But the change in Israelis’ identity was
neither total nor irreversible.2 The failures that also occurred, especially the failure after the
initial breakthrough of Oslo and the merely partial breakthrough of Annapolis, left their marks.
They served to preserve Israelis’ sense of victimhood and restore mistrust, with the result that
alongside the acceptance of the two-state solution, the mantra of impossibility, “no partner,”
much akin to Golda Meir’s “they’ll never accept us,” came to dominate. And with this came the
revival of right-wing and religious ideologies: a belief in ultra-nationalism, a sense of exclusive
entitlement to all the land, and a reliance on military might. The result for today’s Israel is a
struggle between ideology/religion, on the one hand, and pragmatism, on the other, with
adherents on each side believing that they are the ones who understand Israel’s true interests.
While past failures suggest that even the pragmatists’ solutions are unattainable, the
breakthroughs suggest, nonetheless, that there are solutions out there, and given certain
circumstances, they are attainable if there is a political will.

Notes
1  And again for a few months during late 2010–2011, via American mediation rather than the Turks, who were no longer

interested in aiding Israel. Yedioth Aharonoth, 12 October 2012; see also New York Times, 13 October 2012; Haaretz, 14, 15
October 2012.

2  See, Neta Oren, “Israeli Identity Formation and the Arab–Israeli Conflict in Election Platforms, 1969–2006,” Journal of
Peace Research, 47(2), 2010: 193–204.
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